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ABSTRACT 


HOW TO REACH, TEACH AND NURTURE TEENS 

By 

REVEREND ALFONSO WYATT 

The absence of young people in the congregation and/or the inability to keep 
young people in the church is a serious problem that impacts both denominationally- 
driven and independent churches of all sizes. The challenge statement unapologetically 
states that houses of worship devoid of meaningful youth presence and participation will 
ultimately die. Young people are thought to be the future of the church. There will be no 
future if there is no presence. There can be no arguing, parsing of words, excuses or 
blaming the victim; in this case young people. The faith community must effectively 
recruit, retain and restore young people in the church and broader community. 

This demonstration project will create a novel titled The Inspired Book ofFlava 
Vol. 1: How to Reach , Teach and Nurture Teens based on researched issues impacting the 
church’s ability to address the current and real needs of urban teens. The purpose of 
writing a novel is to proactively engage readers with important findings that are culled 
from the faith community as well create a knowledge-based fictional vehicle that 
provides tone and texture to the lives lived by urban youth and their families. Some 
readers may opt to deal with the research first and journey to the novel or may opt to read 
the novel and then delve into the research. 

The findings throughout this project intentionally focus on faith based youth 
development and secular youth culture through the real time lens of small, mid-size, large 
and mega churches in an effort not to create one-size fits all snap opinions or suggested 



simple solutions to complex problems. The thrust of this entire submission speaks about 
using innovation and high interest youth outreach and programming. The novel approach 
of combining research that informs fiction and fiction that reaches back to research is 
consistent with the concept of “flava” thereby offering a unique didactic methodology to 
engage adults that are called to engage youth. 
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“For these are all of our children, and we will profit by, 
or pay for, what they become. ” 

James Baldwin 

I attended church for much of my life. I made the decision; at least I thought I 
made a decision, to leave church during my years at Howard University. As a young, 
black teen during the 60’s, I thought of college, not so much for education, but for the 
freedom to discover and be me—whoever that was at the time. It was at college that I 
ironically became a reluctant apologist given my desire to be free of the dogma (a college 
word for sure) of the church. I took a course in Humanities and surprisingly raised a 
strident objection to my professor when I read the syllabus and saw that the Bible was 
included in the same genre as Aesop’s Fables, Homer’s Odyssey and the like. While I 
firmly thought I had left the church for good; I took on my erudite professor who 
dismissively accused me of being a “child of holy rollers.” While, in retrospect, my 
puerile and emotional argument did not change my professor’s opinion about God... or 
mine for that matter—I felt I had to make a stand. 

Here I am some decades later and I am making a stand for the church. It is clear 
that the postmodern church is being challenged by rapid changes in societal folkways and 
mores. These swift changes, accelerated by the now ubiquitous presence of 
technology/social media, have created a world trying to function in a state of flux (thanks 
Lucretius). As the world struggles to embrace the real time reality of globalization, the 
church struggles with how to recruit, retain and in some instances restore young people in 
and out of the church. Unfortunately, far too many houses of worship have chosen to look 
back on their “glory” days and attempt to export that time and reality to this present age, 
while some other churches steadfastly refuse to change (hear compromise) when it comes 
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to dealing with youth. What is really sad are churches that have learned to “function” 
without youth and may like it that way. 

My love of the church urges me to compellingly and authoritatively write about 
how the church can remain relevant in the eyes of young people by meeting their current 
emotional, social and spiritual needs. The Lord has blessed me to take fiction and use it 
as a teaching tool. In this regard, I am sure Aesop, Homer and my Humanities professor 
(May he rest in peace in Elysian Fields) would be happy. I did not want to spend several 
years writing a dissertation that would sit on a shelf. I pray that people will read The 
Inspired Book of Flava in a manner that will birth the right questions to ask, and 
behaviors to exemplify, in order to attract, keep and develop young people. 

When I was 12 years old I was The Sunday School teacher for a small second 
story church (over a storefront) in Harlem. I learned at that early age it was not about me 
but the four or five young people (most two or three years younger) in my class. When it 
was time to present the lesson to the adults, I would make sure that the young people 
were spotlighted. It was at this point I first saw that children wanted to be validated by 
adults and that adult’s interest in children was important. Building off of this basic insight 
and the valuable lessons and experiences, I was blessed to have over a 40 year career in 
youth development culminating in this presentation. 

I thank the first theologian in my life—my mother. She introduced me to God as 
she understood God. I dedicate this work in memory of my father, the late Rev. William 
Nathaniel Wyatt, Founder/Pastor Emeritus of Friendship Church of Christ, Baptist. While 
this quiet man may not have known the definition of praxis, he taught me the meaning by 
living his life out loud. I love you dada. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION TO THE SETTING 

I served as vice president of the Fund for the City of New York (FCNY) from 
1990 to 2012. FCNY, a public charity and operating foundation that was started by The 
Ford Foundation in 1968. The mandate of FCNY is to improve the quality of life for all 
New Yorkers. For over four decades, in partnership with government agencies, nonprofit 
institutions and foundations, the Fund has developed and helped to implement 
innovations in management, health, program practice and technology in order to advance 
the functioning of government and nonprofit organization in New York, The United 
States and beyond. FCNY is regarded as one of the key intermediary agencies in the 
country and around the world with its singular mission and creative programs. 

In 1992 FCNY served as the incubator for the Youth Development Institute (YDI) 
with a mission to teach youth development techniques to workers in youth-serving 
agencies. YDI was founded by Michele Cahill, a nationally renowned leader in the youth 
development field, educator and foundation leader. She was also one of the chief 
architects in the nation interested in creating a common language for youth development 
concepts and then devising curricula to teach the same. Cahill was a chief proponent of 
elevating the status and knowledge threshold of youth workers through college 
credentialing. She played a significant role in starting Beacon Programs in New York 
City (and now replicated around the country). 
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Beacons are school based community-based organizations open after school, 
evenings and weekends...offering, young people and families a wide range of services 
and activities 1 . 

Beacons are the largest public funded youth development strategy in America. 
YDI would later train Beacon staff (most were 25 years old and younger) on issues that 
ranged from program development, teaching basic literacy, and effective use of 
technology to managing staff. YDI also championed the idea of co-locating city services 
inside of Beacons so that people in need of help did not have to go downtown or cross 
town but could go down the steps and across the street to get assistance with issues like: 
child welfare, mental health counseling, food stamp assistance, preventive services or 
take classes in English as a Second Language (ESL). 

In 1996,1 noticed that there was a dearth of participation in YDI programs from 
the faith community. From that observation, The Jericho Faith-Based Technical 
Assistance Project was established to provide youth workers in the faith community with 
similar YDI pioneered programs and services like: developing sound asset rich youth 
programming, project management skills, resource development and access to funding 
opportunities with government and foundations. Over the last decade, the work of Jericho 
has since expanded and now plays a consultative role with New York City 
Administration for Children Services, (ACS), New York City Department of Education 
(DOE), Casey Family Services, New Visions for Public Schools, Partnership for After 
School Education (PASE) and New York Theological Seminary (NYTS). 


1 Michelle Cahill, Melissa Parrish, Jessica Mates, and Arva Rice, “Beacons and Youth 
Development: So You Want To Work With Youth,” (New York: Youth Development Institute, 1993), 6. 
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Most recently, Jericho, through the creation of The Gideon Social Change 
Compact (GSCC), was asked by The Open Society Institute (OSI) to develop an initiative 
that would recruit, galvanize and train the faith community in Camden and Philadelphia 
to comprehensively respond to the plight of black boys in Camden and Philadelphia. The 
OSI program was later supported by New York Community Trust (NYCT) to work in the 
same capacity with the faith community in New York City. Jericho has also provided 
comprehensive youth development training, and training of trainer assistance to youth 
workers in the faith community through a credentialed youth development certification 
program offered by the Academy for Youth Development (AYD) based in Washington 
D.C. 

Prior to joining FCNY, I served as a high school teacher at an alternative school 
called Satellite Academy and was later promoted to head the school. After leaving the 
school system due to budget cuts, I worked at Court Employment Project (now called 
CASES) as an alternative to incarceration counselor for court adjudicated teens. I 
followed this position with a job working for Edwin Gould Services for Children as 
assistant director of Apprenticeship In The Crafts Program, providing culinary arts 
training and job placement to teens aging out of the foster care system. This position was 
followed by nearly a decade of employment as deputy executive director of Manhattan 
Valley Youth Program (The Valley) founded by John Bess in 1979. The Valley, at its 
pinnacle, was widely hailed as one of the leading youth development programs in the 
country. This honorific was earned primarily through the transformative work of The 
Paul Robeson Leadership Development Program (I was co-creator of Robeson with John 
Bess). 
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The Valley calls Robesons a leadership development program, but young 
participants and agency staff call it all sorts of other things as well—“a club”, “a family,” 
“a safe space physically and emotionally.” In the program teens gain a broad range of 

skills and experiences that help them negotiate everyday situations and expand and define 

2 

their visions of their own futures. 

FCNY has over 40 years of experience working with government and nonprofit 
agencies as a management consultant, banker, funder, technical assistance provider, 
broker and neutral convener. The Fund is a fluid agency where programs can morph and 
grow or are designed to last for a specified period of time. For example, FCNY hosted a 
10 year international professional exchange between mangers from New York City, 
Chicago and Los Angeles with corresponding managers from Tokyo, Nagoya and Osaka. 
YDI, through an organizational capacity building grant that was responsible for training 
executive directors, upper management program and line staff representing several 
hundred youth-serving agencies on best practices in youth development and program 
management. Some FCNY key programs are: 

Gideon Social Change Compact —targets actions to faith community in an effort to 
build synergy to address pressing social/advocacy issues like the plight of black boys, 
the over-incarceration of people of color and linkages to secular governmental and 
foundation funding as well as technical assistance. 

Cash Flow Loan Program —loans money to nonprofit agencies when funding is held up 
by government. The high water mark for funding in one year is $46 M. which includes 
loans to faith-based agencies and churches. 

Center for Internet Innovation —helps small agencies master the complexities of 
technology and provides real time help through the provision of remote and onsite IT 
support. 


2 Ten Programs For Teens: New York City Beacons, (Annie E. Casey Foundation, Baltimore, 
Maryland: 1994), 15, http://www.ydinstitute.org/resources/publications/10ProgramsforTeens.pdf. 
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Program Incubation —provides back office support and contract management for over 
20 nonprofits with budgets ranging from $25M to $75K. 

Sloan Awards for Excellence in Teaching Mathematics and Science —provides 
recognition and cash award to outstanding math and science teachers in public high 
schools. 

Program Grants —modest grants are available to nonprofit agencies matching the 
mission of FCNY. 

For a full description of FCNY programs go to www.fcny.org . 

My prior professional experiences coupled with the platform provided by FCNY, 
and serving on the ministerial staff of The Greater Allen Cathedral of New York for the 
last two decades, has allowed me to become a national leader, public theologian, role 
model for youth, young adults and seasoned professionals in the youth-serving 
community, the public and private sectors, as well as maintaining stature in the faith 
community. I have keynoted major youth conferences across the United States, visiting 
all but four states. In 2002,1 was invited to England to explore how privatized youth¬ 
serving programs work as partners with government. 

Because of separation of church and state, I had to learn how to bridge the sacred 
and secular communities in a manner in which I retain authority and integrity in both 
arenas. The faith community’s job is to provide spiritual growth to young people and 
Jericho’s job is to provide the practical skills to amplify these goals which could include, 
but are not limited to, spiritual growth (not religious growth) in young people. While our 
faith-based funding forbids proselytizing or evangelizing, the Jericho team fully 
recognizes that this is the mission of the faith community and will not hinder the same on 
their part. A tricky balance for sure but it is important to note, one that can be struck 
through respect of mutual bottom lines and private prayer. 
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With that said, stepping in and out of the church world has allowed me the 
opportunity to minister as a public theologian bringing a non-religious spiritual message 
of hope that is sought after and appreciated by the secular community. This unique 
close/distant nuanced sacred/secular view affords valuable learning and teaching 
opportunities by concomitantly working with the best of the best in the youth-serving 
field and providing needed instruction, services and resources to the faith community. 
Building this sturdy sacred/secular bridge has been much of my life’s work and the 
manifestation of my calling into ordained ministry. I did not see it or understand it when I 
started out some 30 years ago, but I know now more than ever that the vision is indeed 
for the appointed time... 
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CHAPTER TWO 

PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS OF THE CHALLENGE 


The African American church has historically served as nurturer and shaper of 

young people who would ultimately grow up to be leaders in the public, private and 

religious spheres. Today the need for such is greater than ever. The challenges and 

dangers of contemporary life put all of our children, in and out of congregations, equally 

at risk. Yet many religious institutions are finding it increasingly difficult to draw, edify 

and retain teens. The absence of young people in a church should be seen as a blinking 

sign of danger. This warning should not be ignored or accepted as the status quo. One 

explanation for the absence of teens is: 

Youth programs are often segregated from other areas of congregational 
life so that young people have little contact with adults (or younger 
children)... Youth programs treat youth like passive “clients” trying to 
keep them involved without giving them the opportunity to shape the 
programs and opportunities or to contribute to their congregation or 
community. One result is that activities are often boring or they are 
eliminated because not enough youth participate. 

So the fundamental question is: does the faith community have the will, expertise 
and organizational capacity to develop youth in and out of the church? If this question is 
not being asked through avoidance or a blind spot, then it is safe to say that the problem 
is not being proactively addressed. 

While some congregations do see their mission as reaching out to young 
people in the community and helping them address the realities of their 
daily lives, too many others have become fortresses against the 


3 Eugene C. Roehlkepartain, Building Assets in Congregations A Practical Guide For Helping 
Youth Grow Up Healthy (Minneapolis, Minnesota: Search Institute, 1998), 14. 
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community, hoping to keep the needs and problems of youth from 
invading their tranquil space. 4 

Churches have the opportunity to lay a firm moral and religious foundation, using 
high-interest interactive techniques and programs that help young people grow 
intellectually, emotionally and spiritually. It is also important that adults in the faith 
community recognize and strategize around the powerful social, political and economic 
realities, namely globalization, thus preparing young people to shape the world they must 
inherit. 

There is also a great need for the faith community to deal with the psyche of 
young people filtered through the lens of youth culture, as interpreted not solely by 
adults, but “decoded” in partnership with young people. It must be made absolutely clear 
that a child that cannot read in public school will not miraculously learn how to read in 
Sunday school. The deficits inherited from secular settings are transported into sacred 
space. It is damaging for any church to realize that a child cannot read but celebrate the 
same child’s ability to sing, dance or play the drums in church. Unfortunately churches 
and youth ministries in the inner city cannot assume that teens are receiving a proper 
education in public schools. 5 

The church has a spiritual, moral and expected civic historical responsibility to 
plant in youth: seeds of hope, industry, integrity, patience, knowledge, respect, love of 
self, family, community and God. The practice of faith-based youth development cannot 
be seen as optional, as an afterthought or a non-budgetary item—yes, youth cost money. 
Likewise, the responsibility of ministering to youth cannot be arbitrarily given to just any 
4 Roehlkepartain, Building Assets, 14. 

5 Femando Arzola, Jr. Toward a Prophetic Youth Ministry: Theory And Praxis In Urban Context 
(Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Academics, 2008), 49. 
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member in the congregation as an afterthought or convenient opportunity to find busy 
work for a hard-to-place parishioner. 

It is amazing that churches will entrust their most precious possession, namely 
their children, into the hands of untrained individuals—many of whom may not have any 
youth experience, or God forbid, don’t particularly like/understand young people. This 
act of random assignment, if you will, perhaps borne of ignorance or a limited pool of 
volunteers to draw from, can have dire short and long range consequences for the young 
person, their family and the future of the church. Many faith-based youth outreach efforts 
are ‘adultist’ (adult centered) and therefore reflect an adult point of view on the needs of 
youth, thus missing the mark, or at best, the program will work far beneath its potential. 

The revolution in technology, best exemplified in hand held communication 
devices, has changed social peer relationships as well as family dynamics forever. The 
phone for adults over 40 was used just for talking. Now cell phones are used for 
recording; emailing; texting (sexing); photographing; playing games; getting voice 
driving directions; as radios; mini juke boxes—all competing for the time and attention of 
youth. It has been established, due largely to the power of technology, that there are now 
more ways for complete strangers to get in touch with children of all ages (without the 
knowledge or permission of parents/guardians) than at any time in the history of the 
world. 

This reality flies in the face of churches adhering to the dictate to be in the world 
but not of the world. This is a challenge that did not exist in The Boomer, Gen X or even 
Gen Y Generations. This technological, experiential/cognitive/culture gap between teens 
and older adults working in the church can create a climate that is not relevant to the 
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reality of young people. This breach (called The Generation Gap in the 60’s) can create 

an unintentionally irrelevant worship environment for young people where ‘tug-of-wills’ 

become the main focus/goal—a “game” that some adults feel they MUST win whatever 

the cost. The true cost is usually paid when young people vote with their feet, and leave 

the church as soon and as fast as they can or refuse to come into the church—both acts 

are a harbinger of darker times ahead for the church. 

The continued failure of young people in broader society has meant the continued 

success of prisons in this country. It is difficult for many people in or out of the church to 

draw a connection between failing institutions and prisons. It must be said that poverty, 

ineffective schools, health disparities, limited access to counseling, structural 

unemployment, and idle time all give rise to the thought and reality that these failing 

institutions are needed ingredients creating successful prisons around the country. 

A defining characteristic of America’s criminal justice system is its 
disproportionate impact on the poor and people of color, particularly 
young men of color Profound connections exist between what has been 
called a “cycle of incarceration” and such unaddressed social conditions as 
education, economic opportunity, housing, poverty, race and health. This 
cycle of incarceration is fueled by criminal justice policies that emphasize 
incarceration over the kinds of human service interventions that address 
the individual, family, school, and environment risk factors for delinquent 
or criminal behavior. 6 

The more young people lost to the streets, to gangs, or completely consumed by 
the shadow world of underperforming schools, drugs, and crime means a potential drop 
in the present and future church membership pool. This fact must be seen as a present day 
problem by the church in order to strategically act (not react) tomorrow. This is the right 
time given all that is happening with youth that drive adults in the faith community to 


6 Catherine V. Beane, Moving Toward A More Integrative Approach To Justice Reform (New 
Orleans, Louisiana: Beane Consulting, 2008), 6. 
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distraction, apathy or fear to offer a different way of using imaginative, ‘flava-filled’, fun, 
“in reach” and sound outreach techniques cognizant of youth culture and youth 
development needs. This effort is cocooned in faith and spirit to help young people 
negotiate a more complicated world. 

I first heard the concept of ‘flava’ used by the Rev. Darren Ferguson in his gospel 

hip-hop outreach to youth he called Friday Night Flava. This effort inspired me to write 

an article on ‘flava.’ Here is the summation thought: 

Have you ever wondered if God truly responds to today’s youth style 
(“flava”) of worship? The truth of the matter is that worship is timeless 
just as the object of worship is timeless. The church cannot afford to 
become the exclusive province of “chosen” adults. As long as young 
people are bom there will be a creative tension to interpret the worship of 
God through the filter of young minds, hearts, talents and experiences— 
and that beloved is ‘flava’ . 7 

This goal of finding, understanding and using ‘flava’ to attract, hold and teach 
teens will not be accomplished through warring church factions or blaming the victim 
(youth) or throwing up one’s hands and doing nothing. When youth development is pitted 
against the keepers of denominational integrity (as if these two things where mutually 
exclusive) the ultimate losers are the young people and the church devoid of their 
presence. Denominationally driven churches have an added difficult challenge regarding 
first seeing the need to change in the face of change—then figuring out how to change. 
This need to change vs. how to change conundrum causes conflict on all levels of the 
church. The easiest thing for church leaders to do is demand compliance from seasoned 
members and the young people. This is a total misread of the problem akin to pouring 
gasoline on a fire. 


7 Alfonso Wyatt, “The ‘Flava’ of Youth Worship,” The Living Pulpit (April 2003): 44. 
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People are choosing churches not denominations. They view local 
churches more as networks than formal organizations. Many come and 
participate but never join. Those who do become members often insist that 
they may belong to that local church but they don’t consider themselves 
part of the denomination. The church of the twenty-first century will be a 
networking church. Christians will choose their churches on the basis of 

o 

personal recommendations rather than denominational affiliations. 

It must be said that conflict associated with change is always present in any 
institution including the church. Young people cannot be sacrificed because of a church’s 
discomfort in the face of denominational and/or youth program change or worse an 
unwillingness to change. This posture gives credence to the seven last words of a dying 
church: We never did it this way before. A real and viable balance must be found between 
the need for church orthodoxy and remaining relevant, in this case, in the lives of young 
people in and out of the church. This balance should never be seen as “tradition” 
compromise or some form of heretical attack on the church. It should be seen as a 
rational decision that goes beyond the power (and life span) of current entrusted 
denominational leaders. 

The youth-friendly teaching format that will ultimately be presented in this 
demonstration project may at times seem too secular or not spiritual enough—and that is 
alright. It will be incumbent upon ordained and lay youth workers in various churches 
and denominations to add or subtract what is overly present or thought to be missing. As 
a ‘mental ninja’ working with youth , I learned many years ago the importance and skill 
to surreptitiously slip behind the mental defenses and pit bull guarded skepticism of 
young people to leave knowledge (often wrapped in humor) that must be discovered by 
the young person. Some adults have totally missed the role that fun can play in helping to 


8 Leith Anderson. A Church for the 21 s ' Century Bringing Change to Your Church to Meet the 
Challenges of a Changing Society (Minneapolis, Minnesota: Bethany House Publishers, 1992) 49. 
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develop youth. Yes, a church youth program stressing spiritual development can also be 
fun when appropriate. 

The main goal consistent throughout this project is first learning and then putting 
into practice the higher level mental ninja, existential, youth development truism that is 
my mantra: Truth liberated from the inside out is more powerful than any truth pounded 
from the outside in. Finding creative ways to operationalize this mental ninja truism can 
radically alter how adults approach youth program development. The days are over for 
truth pounders—these times are calling for mental ninjas who are truth liberators. Youth 
workers must learn how to let go and trust that young people can be meaningful 
participants in their self-healing, growth and development. This does not mean that youth 
do not need adult guidance—it does, however, suggest a meaningful partnership between 
adults and teens based on mutual respect, love, trust and cooperation. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

CHALLENGE TO THE CHALLENGE STATEMENT 

I was granted permission to approach the Challenge Statement of this 
demonstration project through the vehicle of creating a novel that would incorporate the 
research findings and provide through what I hope and pray will be a creative and 
illuminating read. I alternated between having no ideas to having too many ideas—all 
centered on how I would construct the novel and what it would say to readers, researchers 
the curious and oblivious (a targeted demographic). I left NYTS knotted in apprehension. 
I struggled to comprehend the enormity of the assignment I was granted to do based on 
Dr. Lundy repeatedly saying that it was important to do what you love as it related to the 
demonstration project. I love to write. Here is an account of the occurrence that is the 
genesis of The Inspired Book ofFlava Volume One: How to Reach, Teach and Nurture 
Teens. 

I left NYTS with permission to write a novel as the core of my dissertation and 
went to my church to pick up some information. Before going in I saw a young man on a 
skateboard fly off of the far steps of the cathedral and tumble down on the sidewalk. I 
sternly shouted to him that he should stop before he hurts himself and went inside. When 
I told the story to security sitting at the main desk, he said that he told the young man a 
few minutes earlier to stop but he would not listen nor would he leave. Well that did not 
sit right with me—I am used to young people doing what I say. The security guard, an 
older gentleman from the south, told me to look at the overhead monitor and I saw not 
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only the young malefactor 1 confronted earlier, but four other accomplices taking turns 
flying off of the church steps. 

I had to put a stop to this—namely because someone could get hurt (and a lawsuit 
would surely follow!) and secondly, they were already told to move on and willfully 
disobeyed (this rankled me to no end). I went down to where the young people were and 
quickly opened the door from the inside of the cathedral and caught them by surprise. 1 
said in my perfected voice of authority that they should move on before they hurt 
themselves and that this was private property. All of the young people began to comply 
except for the one I yelled at earlier to stop. He aggressively asked if he could jump one 
more time—I knew if I said yes 1 would “lose” the confrontation and the group would not 
move—or would come back soon after I left. I told the ‘wannabe ’ repeat jumper-NO and 
that he and his friends should move on with a tad more bass in my voice. He started to 
make a move off the steps, but he had to save face in front of his team—so he struck a 
defiant pose in front of me and put on a ‘gansta’ scowl and said, “*&%$# you!” 

I never blinked, never showed shock, horror or surprise (even though all of this 
and more was happening inside of me). As 1 looked at this short little boy seemingly no 
wider than my thighs, I said these words while peering deep into his young eyes now 
burning with anger, “It is not a good idea to curse a minister. ” 1 then dramatically 
gestured toward him (like when the Pope blesses crowds) closed my eyes and said words 
to this effect, “O Lord please have mercy on this young man and do not let his curse on 
me draw down a curse on him from you... ” When I opened my eyes and slowly lowered 
my outstretched hand, the boys had hightailed it across the street, where after a minute to 
ostensibly process what just happened, began jumping new, albeit less exciting, stairs. 
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Beloved, this incident symbolically and supematurally represented to me young 
people who are in danger within the shadow of the church and need help. They may not 
know how to ask for help—many may actually feel that there is no need for help, but are 
in need nonetheless. With that go a lack of respect for authority figures and the church 
universal absent from the life and experiences of most youth. 

As a member of the church body—we have to find a way to keep young people 
already in church which is challenging and find ways to relate and assist youth (and their 
families) outside of church—super challenging. 

I dedicate this paper to the young cussin’ skateboarder who will become the 
central character in The Inspired Book ofFlava Volume One: How to Reach, Teach and 
Nurture Teens. The name I will give him for identification and personification purpose is 
Flava. The unique feature of this demonstration project is the circular use of reality to 
inform fiction and fiction informing reality. What comes to mind is the technological 
wizardry displayed in the Oscar nominated movie Who Framed Roger Rabbit? This film 
features animated characters seamlessly interacting with “real” life characters. An 
overarching goal of this innovative technique is to present research in a manner that will 
be read and used while also entertaining the reader. It is ambitious and exciting as I was 
able to learn while doing. 

From time to time the reader will be directed from a particular point contained in 
the novel to a research section and vice-versa. This creates the sought after dynamic 
interplay between fiction and facts and facts and fiction. An italicized paragraph before 
the research Chapters will help form a contextual link between the fictional account in the 
book and the “reality” contained in the research. This is done by using direct comments 
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or implied thought from the book correlating to the research. The novel also has footnotes 


that either directs the reader to corresponding research or highlights a point of 
significance for the reader. 

The reader can start with the novel and refer to the research or read the research 
and be led to the novel. Either way this novel approach is intended to find ‘flava’ filled 
ways to arm, instruct, sensitize and empower adult mental ninjas in the faith community 
who are determined to be modern day truth liberators for young people in need of love, 
understanding, instruction and support. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

SCIENTIFIC YOUTH DEYEEOPMENT RESEARCH 


Rev. Caleb Boone became an asset builder in his church and in the community 
largely due to his personal testimony. In the Chapter I Once Was Blind But Now I See, 
the reader finds that he went to Nimrod Academy and told the students, ‘So here is my 
dream, not for myself but for my community. I went to a conference sponsored by the 
Search Institute and heard about The 40 Developmental Assets that all young people 
need in order to grow and thrive. In other words, 40 things all, not some, not rich, not 
just young people in church, not just young people in gangs, foster care, smart or 
clueless—but all young people need. So, Phase One for me is to institute a training 
program steeped in the 40 Developmental Assets for all mentors so they are better able to 
minister to the needs of young people. ’ The fact that a secular model could be imported 
into a sacred setting and impact all phases of youth programming and the church can 
remain sanctified may sound alien, dangerous, improbable or blasphemous. Yet, Rev. 
Boone saw and felt that the program made practiced and spiritual sense. Who can argue 
with the theory and science undergircling assets? Rev. Boone encountered resistance 
from the same elders that thought it was better (safer) to admonish kids into acting right. 
Rev. Boone knew pushing assets would be hard and there would be pushback and some 
backsliding into deficit thinking. But as with all of his other projects that depended on 
buy-in from the congregation, he started with a small and committed few he did not have 
to convince and moved forward. Mr. Joseph, Flava’s teacher at Nimrod Academy and 
Ms. Bailey the head of Work Works Program where Bootsie attends were sent to 
Minneapolis to take what is called a Trainer of Trainers (TOT) For Asset Builders. They 
send they had the best trainer in the world and she was saved. Her name is Roni Harris. 
She was a godsend because she not only followed the curriculum but she was able to add 
spiritued observations, insights and suggestions that were not in the curriculum. After 
becoming certified TOT’s, the two ministers were now quedified to train others in the 
church and community. It was at this point that the assets were fully ‘baptized’ to 
incorporate the spiritued language, culture of the church and community. But the truth of 
The 40 Developmental Assets was unchanged—namely the more assets a child has the 
better chance he or she has in life. Who can argue against this asset rich thought; 
certainly not Rev. Ccdeb Boone and asset builders across the country and around the 
world. 


The 40 Developmental Assets 

I was blessed to meet and work with the late Dr. Peter L. Benson when he was 
President of The Search Institute in 1996. The heart of this organization’s mission is met 


18 



through years of scientific research that culminated in the identification of The 40 

Developmental Assets that all young people need in order to grow and thrive. 

Search Institute has identified the following building blocks that help 
young people grow up healthy, caring and responsible. More than three 
million sixth—to twelfth grade youth have been surveyed in the United 
States and Canada since 1989, and every year, more young people 
continue to have their asset levels measured. 9 

The Search Institute is a youth development think tank with a national training 

arm. The goal of Search is to spread Asset thinking in secular, faith-based, civic driven, 

governmental departments, formal and informal youth development programs in urban, 

suburban, rural, developed and undeveloped countries around the world. 

The Search Institute research reveals that the more development Assets 
young people have, the less likely they are to get in trouble (which we call 
risky behavior), the more likely they are to act in positive ways (thriving 
indicators), and the more like they will bounce back from difficulties 
(resiliency). 1 

As mentioned, The 40 Developmental Assets are rooted in research on child and 
adolescent development. It is common sense to state that young people need positive and 
affirming relationships and experiences in their lives. Dr. Benson wedded commonsense 
and adolescent/teen development strategy linked to external outcomes. Here is an 
overview of his theory. 

We need to look at the culture that raises them. 

I began to contemplate an approach to intentional social change aimed at 
building communities of care, encouragement, compassion, connection 
and shared commitment. Instead of struggling for incremental 
improvement with improvement with programmatic impact, we needed to 
think boldly and expansively. We needed new energy, capacity and 
strategies. We needed committed activist and change agents to join with us 


9 Peter L. Benson, Sparks: How Parents Can Help Ignite the Hidden Strengths of Teenagers (San 
Francisco, California: Jossey-Bass, 2008), 193. 

10 Ibid. 
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in a journey to use what we know about what kids need to succeed, and to 
work together to bring about the changes in relationships, opportunities, 
and environments that will transform the cultures in which young people 
are nurtured. 11 

What asset builders following the lead of Search Institute have come to 
understand is that it does not make sense trying to change young people and ignore the 
external environmental factors that impact youth. Churches talk about the excesses of the 
world, but in many instances, have not formed viable and potentially transformative 
relationships for young people outside of the church. For example a church and a school 
located on the same block could forge a beneficial relationship that meets each other’s 
bottom line and still avoid separation of church and state issues. A church could adopt a 
school, use skilled and available congregants to provide afterschool tutoring. I work with 
a pastor who is a retired librarian from then one of the more notorious high schools in the 
New York City system. She had 25 years of public school experience. Her husband 
retired as a music teacher in a special education elementary school. 

Their church is on the same block as the local elementary public school. The 
relationship that has proved beneficial to the church and school is that the pastor has 
volunteered her facility to serve as a “time out” for disruptive students. The spirit in the 
church creatively linked to silence, coupled with caring adults has helped troubled young 
people leam behaviors to head off outbursts of anger. Several parents have joined the 
church because of the change they have witnessed in their child. As a result the pastor has 
gone back to school and has earned another graduate degree in family counseling to 
better assist the young people and their families in the community and her church. 


11 Peter L. Benson, All Kids Are Our Kids: What Communities Must do to Raise Caring and 
Responsible Children and Adolescents, 2nd ed. (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006), 2. 


20 



Unfortunately, I cannot mention the name of the church, school or pastor because this 
practice is certainly not sanctioned by the “powers that be” and would have dire 
consequences for all involved—a sad object lesson how to kill innovation. 

The second underpinning of Dr. Benson’s research came to this conclusion: 

We need to transform the culture that raises them 

My colleagues at Search Institute and I began exploring how to mobilize 
public will, capacity, and commitment. What would it take to envelop all 
kids—regardless of their backgrounds, abilities, race or ethnicity, 
socioeconomic status, or other differences—in supportive, attentive and 
caring communities? We invited youth and adults, parents and unrelated 
adults, professionals and everyday folks. Republicans and Democrats, 

Christians, Jews, Muslims, and others to join us on this hopeful journey of 
learning, discovery, innovation and social change. 12 

It is impossible to obtain change without making change. Said a different way, if 
you always do what you have done then you will always get what you got. Many 
churches have fallen victim to this sad and defeating tautology. They want changeless 
change and that is impossible. If there is going to be real and lasting change for all 
children, then society that is raising them must change. Benjamin Mays is known for 
saying, “righteous indignation is not an act.” Many leaders in the faith community have 
become content being outraged over particularly egregious acts committed by key 
community institutions like the school system or police. They protest publically or 
complain privately behind closed doors until the next outrageous act comes along. 

It is important not to underestimate the impact poverty has on the healthy 
development of young boys and girls. It has been stated that poor neighborhoods have 
poor institutions such as schools and hospitals. Before a child goes to a failing school 
they are usually born in a struggling hospital trying desperately to provide adequate 


12 Benson, All Kids Are Our Kids, 3. 
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health services—and usually failing. Marian Wright Edelman, the great advocate for 

America’s children shows this correlation between poverty and poor health. 

Black children are more likely to be sick because they are more likely to 
be poor. Black school-age children are at least one and a half times as 
likely as White school-age children to have fair or poor health. Two and a 
half times more likely to have no regular source of health care, and likely 

1 T 

to be more seriously ill when they finally see a doctor. 

Health disparities follow children bom in poverty in ways that are forgotten once 
the child grows up. It is easier to look at behavior than it is to look at the medical issues 
from childbirth that creates the behavior. The 40 Developmental Assets must be filtered 
through a lens of poverty and neglect if it is going to be viable for inner-city youth. I 
have been the opening or closing keynote speaker for Search Institute for over a decade. 
My last engagement was in 2010 in Houston for The Big Tent Conference that stressed 
the importance of diversity, reflecting the “browning” of America. With that said, here is 
a list of the assets broken down in External and Internal domains. It is important to first 
recognize the two domains and then find appropriate strategic methodologies within the 
scope of resources and learned acumen to properly integrate the two. Successful 
programs are able to help foster and/or integrate assets through building a solid 
relationship with the broader helping community beyond the traditional one adult helping 
a young person relationship. This relationship is important but given all that impacts a 
young person it cannot stand as the sole youth development response. Research tells us 
that boys traditionally have fewer assets than girls. This finding may partially explain 
same age male/female developmental and emotional differences. For more information 
about The Search Institute you can go to www.searchinstitute.org . 

13 Harriet Pipes McAdoo, Black Families, 3 ld ed. (Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publishing, 
1997), 323. 


22 




40 Developmental Assets 


EXTERNAL ASSETS 
Support 

E Family support—Family life provides high levels of love and support. 

2. Positive family communications—Young person and his/her parent(s) 
communicate positively, and young person is willing to seek advice and 
counsel from parent(s). 

3. Other adult relationships—Young person receives support from three or 
more non parent adults. 

4. Caring neighborhood—Young person experiences caring neighbors. 

5. Caring school climate—School provides a caring, encouraging 
environment. 

6. Parent involvement in schooling—Parent(s) are actively involved in 
helping young person succeed school. 


Empowerment 

7. Community values youth—Young person perceives that adults in the 
community value youth. 

8. Youth as resources—Young people are given useful roles in the 
community. 

9. Services to others—Young person serves in the community one hour or 
more per week. 

10. Safety—Young person feels safe at home, at school, and in the 
neighborhood. 

Boundaries and expectations 

11. Family boundaries—Family has clear rules and consequences and 
monitors the young person’s whereabouts. 

12. School boundaries—School provides clear rules and consequences. 

13. Neighborhood boundaries—Neighbors take responsibility for monitoring 
young person’s behavior. 
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14. Adult role models—Parent(s) and other adults model positive, responsible 
behavior. 

15. Positive peer influence—Young person’s best friends model responsible 
behavior. 

16. High expectations—Both parent(s) and teachers encourage the young 
person to do well. 

Constructive use of time 

17. Creative activities—Young person spends three or more hours per week in 
lessons or practice in music, theater, or the arts. 

18. Youth programs—Young person spends three or more hours per week in 
sports, clubs, or organizations at school or in the community. 

19. Religious community—Young person spends one or more hours per week 
in activities in a religious institution. 

20. Time at home—Young person is out with friends “with nothing special to 
do” two or fewer nights per week. 

INTERNAL ASSETS 


Commitment to learning 

21. Achievement motivation—Young person is motivated to do well in 
school. 

22. School engagement—Young person is actively engaged in learning. 

23. Homework—Young person reports doing at least one hour of homework 
every school day. 

24. Bonding to school—Young person cares about her or his school. 

25. Reading for pleasure—Young person reads for pleasure three or more 
hours per week. 

Positive values 

26. Caring—Young person places high value on helping other people. 

27. Equality and social justice—Young person places high value on 
promoting equality and reducing hunger and poverty. 

28. Integrity—Young person acts on convictions and stands up for her or his 
beliefs. 
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29. Honesty—Young person “tells the truth even when it is not easy.” 

30. Responsibility—Young person accepts and takes personal responsibility. 


31. Restraint—Young person believes it is important not to be sexually active 
or use alcohol or other drugs. 

Social competencies 

32. Planning and decision making—Young person knows how to plan ahead 
and make choices. 

33. Interpersonal competence—Young person has empathy, sensitivity, and 
friendship skills. 

34. Cultural competence—Young person has knowledge of and comfort with 
people of different cultural, racial and ethnic backgrounds. 

35. Resistance skills—Young person can resist negative peer pressure and 
dangerous situations. 

36. Peaceful conflict resolution—Young people seek to resolve conflict 
nonviolently. 


Positive identity 

37. Personal power—Young person feels he or she has control over “things 
that happens to me.” 

38. Self-esteem—Young person reports having high self-esteem. 

39. Sense of purpose—Young person reports that “my life has a purpose.” 

40. Positive view of personal future—Young person is optimistic about her or 
his personal future. 14 


14 Benson, Sparks, 193-197. 
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This chart indicates the percentage of youth who have the different levels of assets. 15 


Levels of Assets Among Youth 



Category 1 Category 2 Category 3 Category 4 


31-40 Assets 

0-10 Assets 

11-20 Assets 

21-30 Assets 

20% 

42% 

30% 

8% 


Figure 1 Levels of Assets Among Youth 

Based on surveys of 99,462 6 th —12 th grade public school students in 213 towns and cities in 25 

states. 


The 40 Developmental Assets should not be seen as a “magic bullet” or panacea. 
What it can be is a vital research and assessment tool. If interpreted and used correctly 
assets can change the life trajectory of a young person. It is important to say that missing 
assets can be attained through hard work—not just by ministers in the church but the 
young person’s family, community, school and broader congregation. The successful 
youth developer will find ways to involve as many positive asset-builders in the lives of 
young people as possible. Youth workers must learn how to let go and trust that young 
15 Roehlkepartain, Building Assets in Congregations , 8. 
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people can be meaningful participants in their self-healing, growth and development. 

This does not mean that youth do not need adult guidance—it does, however, suggest a 
meaningful partnership between adults and teens based on mutual respect, love, trust and 
cooperation. 

Before asset rich youth development theory took hold, funding from government 
followed a social deficit model. The Deficit Model, supported by billions of tax dollars 
has poured into deficit-driven institutions like juvenile detention facilities, therapeutic 
residences, group homes, prisons and jails with no end of problems in sight. Even when 
money is scarce, dollars can somehow be found to lock people up. Deficit systems define 
young people in terms that are rooted in pathology. These pathological labels can follow 
a person throughout their life. Deficit thinkers would never consider asking a young 
person about their interest, gifts or hobbies and then build interventions around their 
findings. A deficit youth development model states something is wrong with a young 
person making them “at-risk” and it is the job of a skilled interventionist (minister/lay 
person) to “fix” the client. 

Who are the “at-risk” youth in society? Overwhelmingly, it is urban and rural 

youth of color living below the federal poverty guidelines who fall into this catch-all 

category. These young people plunge through the safety net and are disproportionately 

represented in foster care, drug treatment programs, juvenile detention facilities and 

prison. Here is an identifying description for adolescents, teens and young adults (14-24) 

written in Youth At Risk, edited by David Capuzzi: 

... at risk youth are children who are not likely to finish high school or who 
are apt to graduate considerably below potential. At-risk factors include 
chemical dependency, teenage pregnancy, poverty, disaffection with 
school and society, high mobility families, emotional and physical abuse, 
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physical and emotional disabilities, and learning disabilities that do not 
qualify students for special education but nevertheless impedes their 
progress. 16 

At-risk youth are more prone to engage in negative behaviors like school truancy, 
violence, drug use, unplanned pregnancies, gang membership and other life threatening 
behaviors. A tragic assumption that members of the faith community make is that “at- 
risk” youth are the ones standing on street corners outside of the “ark” of safety. This is 
not so. A young person in church has to negotiate the same issues that non-churched 
youth deal with while growing up. If both the young man in church and his counterpart 
attend a poor school they are potential prison fodder given the already established 
connection between failing schools and successful prisons. 

Juvenile detention facilities, and sadly, some church youth programs have more in 
common than one may think. Here are some examples of similarities based on time spent 
in both institutions: 

1. Adults are completely in charge and in control. 

2. Youth ownership of institution’s process is generally very low. 

3. The prevailing notion is that something is missing or wrong with young people 
and it is the job of the “expert” to diagnose and eradicate the problem. 

4. Individuality is not encouraged or looked upon as a strength. 

5. There is generally a minimum expectation threshold set for young people where 
excellence is a surprise rather than an expectation. 

6. Young people are encouraged to conform to rules and regulations—or suffer 
consequences. 

7. A young person that is hard to manage can be overlooked, over-disciplined or 
“transferred.” 

8. The daily routine experienced by youths and adults seldom varies. 

16 T. Minga, “States and the ‘At-Risk' Issues; Said aware but still ‘failing’” Education Week 8, no. 
3 (1988): 1-16. 


28 



9. Surprises are not welcomed. 

10. A young person’s opinion is rarely, if ever, solicited or followed. 


To be fair, several states around the country are attempting to move their juvenile 
detention facilities toward an asset based model which is not easy. The church may 
experience similar challenges moving from a deficit based model to an asset rich youth 
development model. The ultimate challenge to both institutions is allowing young people 
to have a meaningful say in how programs they participate in are run. One of the first 
things to do that begins the shift from a deficit based program to an asset based program 
is ask young people for their opinion. It is the easiest question that is so rarely asked. The 
question is why? 


Dimensions of Adolescent Development 

Bootsie is oblivious to her son’s physiological issues beyond his early years when he was 
under constant doctor’s care. The issue ofFlava’s moustache coming in is a big deed that 
aligns with the expectation and developmental experience ofFlava’s peers. The desire to 
not stand out from the peer group, while standing off from adults is a tension that has 
caused parental family friction. The line about buying a moustache comb was written to 
highlight the great preoccupation that boys (it is easily spotted and expected in girls) 
have concerning their physic al appearance. Flava’s early health issues impact his life 
developmentally, physically and socially. There is a definitive link between poverty, poor 
health options and physical/academic attainment. Bootsie is ignorant to the Dimensions 
of Adolescent Development. She thinks most of the time that Flava is just plain moody 
especially when she gets one word answers to her questions. Flava sees her questions as 
prying and feels he has the right to have and protect his privacy. The easiest way to 
accomplish this is saying the least possible. Boys of diminutive stature will sometimes 
take more risks than their peers in order to show they have “heart”—a recurring reality 
for young boys. When this feeling of having heart meets with the notion of immortality it 
can have devastating consequences evidenced in The Chapter Chalk Boy Can’t Talk. 
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Dimensions of Adolescent Development 


Physiological 

Most growth of any stage. 

Hormonal changes occurring for children at 
younger and younger ages - this means they must 
cope with the complexities of puberty while still 
emotionally immature. 

Growth spurt - girls before boys, hands and feel 
first (so they look gangly). 

Change in general body shape. Secondary sex 
characteristics which must be incorporated into 
body image and adapted to social level. 

For boys - expectations for strength, can get girl 
pregnant. 

For girls - seen as sexual, can get pregnant. 
Hormones also cause mood changes which are 
provoked by social stress. 

Self-consciousness about body very common - 
easily embarrassed. 


Social-Emotional 

The search for identity and intimacy. 

Experiment with roles, reject adult visions of them, 
need to find own. 

Peers are most important - and adults outside the 
family setting. 

Conflict between peer group loyalty and 
expectations of authority figures. 

Romanticism fits into physiological and cognitive 
changes. 

Two common characteristics that worry adults are 
egocentricity and a belief in their own immortality - 
both put youth at-risk. 

First they take everything seriously and may not 
inform adults about fears that are ungrounded. 

Have to keep them talking - keep it on their 
interests most of the time, do not grill them. 

Second - belief in own immortality leads to risk 
taking and denial of danger. 

Early adolescence starts the search for racial 
identity. 


Cognitive 

Many will be at earlier place - concrete operations. 
Can compare more than one variable at a time 
(height and volume, for example) and understand 
cause and effect. 

Know that things have durable characteristics (I am 
smart, a jock, etc.) and like to collect things to 
demonstrate this. 

Enjoy concrete ways to show competence - like 
building things, athletic achievement. 

Able to put self in others’ shoes/understand how 
they can hurt someone else. 

Can think abstractly - concepts like freedom, 
democracy, etc. 

Learn abstract concepts gradually - so one day they 
get it and the next day they don't (regression is not 
on purpose). 

Need encouragement for negotiation, remembering 
past experiences, and exploring alternative 
behaviors. 

Need to be warned ahead of time if something is 
non-negotiable and those items should be limited. 


Spiritual-Ethical 

Experimentation with substances (cigarettes, 
marijuana, alcohol). 

Adolescents begin to adopt their own set of values 
and morals - must question the parent’s values as 
they come into conflict with peers’ values and other 
segments of society. 

Beliefs are structured into personal ideology. 
Examination of inner experiences - which may 
include writing in a diary or other strong creative 
outlets (poetry, music, artwork, etc.). 

Role models are crucial as adolescents are rejecting 
their parents’ beliefs. 

Late adolescence brings greater acceptance of 
cultural traditions. 17 


17 Reprinted with permission. Advancing Youth Development, Youth Development Training and 
Resource Center, New Haven, Connecticut. 
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There are several key developmental/physiological findings in the Dimensions of 
Adolescent Development chart that have implications, not only for parents, but also faith 
based youth programs. Here are five unpacked examples: 

1. Peers are more important than adults - Most of the warnings adults give to 
adolescents are not taken seriously if heard at all. There are too many ways for 
opinions and perceptions to be sent to your children via the Internet, social 
media. Tweets, 500+ channels on cable enhanced television—all pressing 
different ideas into young people. Add the dominancy of youth culture and peers 
are elevated while parents/authority figures are denigrated. 

2. Hormones cause mood changes - Parent/child communication during this 
period is filtered through mood swings. Long or short questions from parents are 
all greeted with one word responses. The parent becomes frustrated and 
depending on their temperament and patience, will respond accordingly—usually 
by escalating the conflict. Sometimes the child will be fine and in a moment 
‘flip’. It is hard to believe that this is hormonal and easier to believe it is 
willful/spiteful behavior designed to make adults crazy. 

3. Adolescents begin to develop their own values - Part of this phase of 
exploration is developing an adolescent-centered view of the world that is 
reinforced by peers and products that exploit this phase for monetary gain. The 
right and wrong that was black and white in adult’s minds is now Technicolor, 
with varying shadings, in an adolescent’s mind. The truth as it was taught is not 
the truth that is caught. 

4. For girls - seen as sexual - It may be difficult for parents to see their daughter 
through the same eyes boys and men on the street. This period off heightens 
sexuality reflected in choice of clothing and makeup, and “making out” is 
consistent with this age cohort. I am reminded of the time looking at pictures 
taken by a New York City based youth group of their trip to Africa. I was told 
that initially the young people from Africa thought that their peers from New 
York were adults. When one looked at the picture of both groups of teens 
standing side-by-side it was quite clear there was a startling difference in 
physical appearance and maturation—especially between the girls in the picture. 

5. Role models are crucial as adolescents are rejecting their parents’ beliefs - 

This finding can be reassuring and definitely important. Church ministries for 
youth that start rite of passage or mentoring programs frequently gear their 
outreach effort to teens and ignore adolescents for all of the reason listed on the 
developmental chart and more. These programs need to start at preadolescents— 
especially if the rite of passage/mentoring program is new. The importance of 
role models introduced at the developmentally appropriate time is that the 
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helping person can say the same thing a parent says over and over (and is 
summarily rejected) and it is taken as gospel by the young person. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

FAMILY ASSESSMENT INSTRUMENT 


Bootsie, like most women in the book, is a single head of households. Research states that, 
moving forward, there will be more children born to single mothers than in two parent 
homes. When you add in marriages that end in divorce or death of a spouse—it should be 
clear that a new paradigm of parenting is emerging. Bootsie does not know a new 
paradigm for an old paradigm—she does not know what she does not know. It would be 
easy to blame Bootsie’s parenting ignorance on her lack of education and/or chosen 
lifestyle—another example of blaming the victim. The deeper reality is that parents in the 
church, regardless of socioeconomic status or education, need help raising their 
children. Like Bootsie, the church cdso has difficulty deeding with new paradigms/cultural 
shifts. As Bootsie begins her transformation she becomes aware of her needs as well as 
her shortcomings. She tries to apologize several times to her son for being a poor parent. 
Part of Bootsie’s growth as a parent happens from the middle part of the book. She 
slowly recognizes that bringing multiple sex partners into her home was not what a 
loving, responsible mother does—she had to own that truth. It was cdso clear that the 
faculty of Nimrod Academy recognized parents/guardians as integral partners in the 
successful development of their children reflected in the fact that parents had to sign a 
contract that stipulates clear expectations and delineated responsibilities. Bootsie slowly 
came to the realization that parents need help raising their children. The church must 
come to the same conclusion. 

Perhaps one of the more overlooked stakeholders when it comes to developing 
children and youth, in and out of the church, is parents. It has been my observation over 
the years that parents need help parenting. Most jobs call for training of varying duration 
and intensity. A neurosurgeon needs to be trained as well as a newly hired person flipping 
burgers. So why would people embarking on the most important job of raising children 
not require training? When I worked as a high school teacher, I could always depend on 
the parents that did not need to show up for open school week to be there. Conversely, 
the parents you needed to see would never show up. 
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Youth focused programs like Sunday school, afterschool tutoring, Bible school 
and onsite day care provide a needed respite for parents. This is understandable given the 
demands on people raising children. This becomes problematic when these programs see 
themselves the same way. Parents drop their children off and pick them up later just like 
going to the dry cleaners. There is little penalty with this system when the child is at 
preadolescent stage. But as they get older and move through adolescence to teen years 
this cozy drop off/pick up relationship with the church is no longer viable. One look at 
this chart showing the various phases of adolescent development coupled with the radical 
changes in society and ideas about raising children indicates why parents need training 
During the course of research it became clear that an opportunity existed to enlist 
the support of mental health professionals in Allen’s congregation to assist parents. The 
first parent workshop was Understanding Adolescents and the second workshop dealt 
with Bullying. The Parent Assessment was developed by April L. Phillips, M.S.W., M.P.A. 
an active member of The Greater Allen A.M.E. Cathedral of New York and founder and 
Executive Director of Anointed Minds Incorporated. She is a youth development and child 
welfare practitioner, program designer and administrator working with children and families for 
over 20 years. Ms. Phillips is a faith-based and nonprofit consultant and an adjunct lecturer at the 
College of New Rochelle. 
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Please circle the number that best indicate your level of interest Not Interested (1) to Very 
Interested (5) 

Information or assistance with Education 
(Grades K - 12 including Special Needs) Issues 

12345 

Information or assistance with Housing Issues 

12345 

Information or assistance with Domestic 

Violence 

12345 

Information or assistance with Foster Care 
Matters 

12345 

Information or assistance with Public 

Assistance 

12345 

Information or assistance with Immigration 

12345 

Information or assistance with Substance Abuse 

12345 

Information or assistance with Health Issues 

12345 

Information or assistance with Child 
Abuse/Neglect 

12345 

Information or assistance with Employment 

12345 

Information or assistance with Raising Children 

12345 

Information or assistance with Marriage 

12345 

Information or assistance with Senior Matters 

12345 

Information or assistance with Parenting Teens 

12345 

Information or assistance with Child Care 

12345 

Information or assistance with Legal Matters 

12345 

Information or assistance with 

Gender/Sexuality Issues 

12345 


In the Chapter Dreams of Young Folk a female studen t Raecina tells a personal story of unrequited 
love with a twist. She falls in love with a girl. I debated if I should include Raecina’s story in the 
book. My concern was that readers would think this was an “agenda-laden ” blasphemous act and 
put the book and research down. I decided to keep her narrative because many churches shy away 
from the topic of sexuality and definitely shun any issues related to homosexuality. Raecina’s parents 
in the book are affluent and were able to get their daughter the help they thought she needed. They 
felt her “problem ” was psychological and her acting out behavior (not her sexual choice) was the 
result. There are teens in and outside the church that are struggling with questions of sexual identity. 
Experimentation with same sex partners is occurring at younger and younger ages. Some youth self- 
identify as bisexual, curious or questioning on their Facebook page. The phenomena of having 
friends with benefits (having casual sex with friends) is anathema to the church but nonetheless very 
real. I added the last category to the parent assessment form so that parents with children who have 
gender/sexuality issues can get information that can help them as well as their child. 


35 




CHAPTER SIX 

INTERGENERATION FOCUS GROUP CONVERSATION 


Muhammad Ali Center Louisville, Kentucky 

When Bootsie and Flava went down south to Willetbea (town of possibility) Flava met a host of 
family members representing four generations of Rowlands. Up to this point there is no 
dimension to Flava’s family context except what is presented: a father in prison, a mother trying 
to pick up men and a doting grandmother who did the best she could as her children took 
strength and time from her. Uncle Bubba immediately captures Flava. His warmth, humor, 
concern and maleness are a combination Flava has never experienced. When Uncle Bubba asks 
Flava’s opinion in the Chapter Looking Back While Moving Forward concerning why rappers 
are so selfish, the following accoun t is given of Flava’s reaction : ‘He is caught by surprise. 
Very few adults bother to ask young people their opinion—more like they give their 
opinion and if the young person disagree he or she will either keep silent or say what 
they think adults want to hear. When Flava speaks his mind, Bootsie tries to stop him 
fearing that Uncle Bubba would be offended if her son did not agree with him’. This 
vignette, in microcosm, is a case study of why there are few intentional inter generational 
conversations in the church or broader society for that matter. Uncle Bubba stops 
Bootsie from clamping down on her son. Not only does he, in his role as elder, validate 
Flava, he gives effusive praise when Flava responds to a question about Harriet Tubman. 
It should be noted that Bootsie, hearing her son’s thoughtful answers, was now also 
proud of him. The inter generational theme is further played out when Flava meets 
severed generations of family members. He notices that youth and young adults are 
engaged in every aspect of family sharing—including leading family prayer, a 
responsibility usucdly reserved for adults or ministers. 

Many churches have not been able to find or mine the blessed gold that a good 
intergenerational conversation and interaction can produce. The silo nature of the church 
keeps each generation and ministry artificially separated. Unfortunately, perception of 
each group has a way of becoming reality. The older generation (Boomers) complains 
about young people (Internet Generation). People in their 40’s (Generation X) may seem 
threatening to working elders (Boomers). And young adults (Millennials) feel totally 
disconnected—they are too old to be young and too young to be old. The teens (Internet 
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Generation) feel lost and vilified by their peer group (gangs/black on black crime) and by 


all of the other groups. This may be one reason why generations are more comfortable 
being with their respective colleagues. 

It would be wrong to lay generational dissonance at the foot of the church. It is 
clear from observation and experience that broader society also has a difficult time 
integrating generations. 

At the heart of our dilemma with our young people is the evaporation of 
intergenerational connections. Indeed Western society—and increasingly 
global has been segmented into narrower and narrower age groups, often 
pitting one generation against the other. .. Society, however, has become 
so age-segregated that these experiences define the world for young 
people, isolating them from the rich experience of intergenerational 
relationships. Furthermore, the exclusive emphasis on age-specific 
opportunities has increased fragmentation and isolation within the 

* * IQ 

communrtres. 

Most Baby Boomers and older members of Generation X hearken back to the 
time when they were young, when neighbors had the right to correct you (whip you?) if 
you were caught doing something wrong and when you got home your parents would 
give it to you again. How many times has this story been told as a way to describe present 
fraying community ties and the lack of accountability to each other? Today’s society is 
youth focused, more like youth obsessed. The exponential growth of teen and young 
adult markets trumps all other socio/economic demographics. 

For the most part, young people no longer need the counsel from elders when they 
can watch reality shows or spend countless hours interacting with their peers via social 
media. Most movies geared to young people feel it is a right to show elders (parents) as 
out-of-touch, clueless and remarkably simple people who are to be avoided, ignored 


18 Benson, All Kids Are Our Kids, 103. 
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and/or disdained. The movie Soul Food was a hit on many levels, namely because of 
showing a family sitting around the table being a family. This stands in stark contrast 
with a recent commercial showing an empty dining table and the off stage question posed 
to the audience, “Do you know what this is?” 

So the divide between the generations widens and perceptions take the place of 
reality. Young people no longer are privileged to the wisdom of elders—especially now 
when grandmothers (Big mama) can be in their 30’s and still trying to find and define 
their way in life. So peers constantly talk, relate and depend on each other for support, 
encouragement and information. This natural peer seeking, while age appropriate, has 
gone to the extreme thanks to social media. Most adults have little interaction with non¬ 
blood related young people and the opposite is also true. Think about the last time you 
had a “real” conversation (not chastising) with a young person that was not part of your 
family. Youth have little exposure to adults—especially men. I recall several young 
people asking me if I was a detective. When I asked why they thought this was so, they 
replied, “the only black men we see wearing suits and ties are detectives.” 

It is clear that intergenerational conversation that cut across gender and 
socioeconomic lines is important to have and can be a source of support and opportunity 
for all involved. To this end, over 100 leaders from faith-led organizations, churches, 
civic groups, government and not-for-profits met in Louisville, Kentucky at The 
Muhammad Ali Center. Twenty-five students from all grades from Central High School 
(Muhammad Ali attended this same school) were also invited to participate. The day 
started out with messages from: Madame Ambassador Attallah Shabazz (oldest daughter 
of Malcolm X), Dr. Haki Mahoubuti, founder/owner of Third World Press (the oldest 
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black-owned publishing company in America) and Louisville Mayor, The Honorable 
Greg Fisher, were the opening speakers for the intergenerational conversation. 

The actual notes/instructions and observations are left intact so this process can be 
analyzed and replicated. The process was facilitated by Melinda Weekes, Program 
Associate for The Interaction Institute for Social Change, a nonprofit organization that 
harnesses the power of collaboration within the social sector to create a just and sustainable 
world. Melinda Weekes, a graduate of Union Theological Seminary and Fordham Law School, is 
a member of The Greater Allen A.M.E. Cathedral of New York. 

Generation Overview: 

• Baby Boomers: (1946 - 1964). People bom between the end of World War II (1945) and 
the mid-1960s, period during which the populations and economies of certain nations 
(particularly the US) boomed. 

• Generation X: (1965 - 1976) It was unknown what was to be expected from this 
generation and that was why they were assigned an X representing the unknown factor. 
They are often described as cynical or disaffected....have an increased understanding of 
technology, having grown up during the age of computers. Generation X saw the 
introduction of the home computer, the beginning growth of video game era, cable 
television and the Internet. 

• The Millennials: (1977 - 1994) Millennial are the last generation born in the 20th 
century. Marked increase in racial and ethnic diversity in this generation—and an 
embrace of people different from their own. The most technologically savvy generation 
to date. 

• The Internet Generation: (1995 - onward). This generation has also been born 
completely into an era of postmodernism and globalization. They were raised in the years 
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after the cold war era and the fall of the Soviet Union, unlike the prior generation. A 
marked difference between Millennials and the Internet Generation is that older members 
of the former generation remember life before the takeoff of mass technology, while the 
latter have been born completely within it. 

Methodology 

Melinda Weekes conducted the intergenerational focus group composed of Baby 
Boomers, Generation X, Millennials, and Internet Generation. Each group, after being 
identified, was sent to opposite parts of a large room. A scribe (writer) was chosen to 
record the responses to four words printed on newsprint: Hurts, Hopes, Fears, and Gifts. 
People were asked not to challenge their peer’s offering. After the groups finished the 
four categories they were asked to reassemble forming a large group. A group leader 
from each generation was chosen to present their findings and add any 
insight/explanation if necessary. This process rotated from group to group. Once all 
groups presented, the floor was open for cross dialogue. Most time was spent addressing 
the young people’s concerns and empowering them. This was the first time that most 
participants took part in a structured intergenerational conversation. What cannot be 
written up was the spirit, energy, and emotion this process unleashed. 

Process Comment 

It became clear that more time was needed than was allotted. The sharing was so 
rich that time constraints ended conversation. In retrospect a day rather than a half day 
should have been allotted for this process. Most of the people gathered were from 
different parts of the country. A participant from Generation X started a national 
fatherhood program called Ties Never Broken. He agreed to facilitate ongoing dialogue 
with the young people and adults present through phone calls and emails. 
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Ground Rules 


Working agreements to the group, as guides for a healthy conversational process 
as follows: 

• Listen to understand, not to disagree 

• Step up, step back 

• Share from your experiences as you feel comfortable 

• Honor confidentiality 

The group of 70 were invited to self-organize into four smaller groups by 
generation for first INTRA-generational conversation... .to engage in a discussion of their 
own generation’s hurts, fears, hopes, and gifts, and to list them separately on a the chart 
paper provided. The groups came back together to a large circle to report out and for an 
INTER-generational conversation. 

Baby Boomers Report Out 

Hurts 

• Racism 

• Drugs 

• Leadership killings (Malcolm X, King and others were killed and it cut us off from 
leadership; some leaderships came up who weren’t up to task; we lost our way) 

• Poverty 

• Family dysfunction 

• Genocide 

• Jim Crow 

• Vietnam War 

• Crime (Black on Black) 

• Public Education 

• Erosion of continuity 
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• Civil rights disappointment 

• Exploitation of women 

• Integration...now less unity as a race 

• Loss of organic mentor 

• Concentrated public housing 

• Bad health (fast food) 

Fears 

• Dropping the baton: We won’t pass the baton to you correctly (that we’ll be so 
cowardly or selfish that we won’t pass it on correctly; we don’t want you to have to 
make up the 40 yards yourself) 

• We’ll become extinct 

• Dying with dreams unrealized 

• Economic impotence 

• Being locked up: We’ll be locked up and our children will be locked up 

• Unfocused leadership 

• Complacency 

• Crack coming back 

• Opportunities for grandchildren 

• Identity 

• Rap Music (content) 

Hopes 

• Wellness 

• Our children 

• Black power 

• More ownership (business) 
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• When hip hop emerged, but that turned into hurt and hip hop became rap, lyrics 
began to change so those hopes turned to hurts; hip hop first emerged and we owned 
it because other labels didn’t want it, once it made money it turned into rap and we no 
longer owned industry and we turned to puppets 

• Equality 

• Unified community 

• Joy 

• Prosperity 

• Music (had love themes) 

• Social justice 

• Hip hop launched 

• Equal playing field in education 

• Spiritual awareness 

• Afrocentric schools 

• Transition from survival to thriving 

• Abundance leadership 

• Land ownership 
Gifts 

• Faith 

• Family 

• Persistence 

• Heroes (Ali and others) 

• Creativity 

• Resilience 

• Wisdom 

• Ancestors 

• Discernment 
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• History 

• Courage 

• Mother-wit 

• Gaining love 

• Image 

• Entrepreneurship 

• Values 

• Perseverance/persistence 

• Humility 

• Chivalry 

Generation X Report Out 

Hurts 

• Gap, not understanding what our parents went through, system perpetuating itself 

• Leaders laying excuses, procrastination of leaders 

• Disillusionment with security, pension, corporate America (the story is if you get a 
job you get a white picket fence, but when you do all that it’s not there) 

• Trans-generational exchanges dissolved 

• Activist fatigue 

Fears 

• American dream no longer available 

• No social security/homeownership 

• Lack of security 

• How to rebuild financial security 

• Can America even support us? Do I need to relocate to another country? Will we 
even have social security by the time I can receive it? I’ve been paying into it. 
Manufacturing jobs are going overseas. 
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• Jobs - vocational, industrial, trades? 


• Sustained un-cohesiveness (racial, gender, age) 


Hopes 

• Faith-based because one definition is evidence of things hoped for - continue on with 
the dream 

• Spirituality 

• Potential of youth in tech age 

• Digital prowess 

• Creativeness 

• More transparent parenting 

• Ability to transfer our knowledge 

• Families together (so that we are no longer separating man’s authority from children 
as has been done) 

• Our community (we understand our ability to transfer knowledge to younger 
generation, we share music) - that their creativity will help us to come up with new 
solutions 

Gifts 

• Ability to adapt, to show people that we have innate ability to adapt to whatever’s 
around us - we need to teach ourselves to adapt to things that are moving us to power, 
not to the negative things (I can act like a “G”*, but can you act like a businessman) * 
gangster 

• Code switching 

• Able to be comfortable in multiple spaces, like the hood, and it doesn’t undermine 
who we are; we comfortable walking in and out of those spaces 

• Inspiration of positive black culture, music, and art 

• Freedom 

• Offer ability to create new opportunities 

• Advances (tech, education, opportunities) 

• Swagger 
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• Linkage 

• Action/results oriented 

Comment: Boomers spoke earlier that they thought they were handing the baton to the 
Millennials, but there’s a generation in between - Generation X. 


Millennials Report Out 

Hurts 

• Abandonment: being without mother or father, fatherlessness 

• Relationships - Ignorance because no one’s at home teaching what they need to be 
doing, so they act any way they want to at school and on the streets because people 
say they’re ignorant 

• Drugs hurt us as kids and kill kids, that’s hurting us as a community; I lost a friend 
this year from drugs; you should be able to love mother and father equally because 
you can talk to one about things you can’t talk to the other about 

• Misdirection - youth - lack of individuality 

• Pains 

Fears 

• Over-dependence on technology because we depend on it too much, e.g., spell check 
(older generations depended on themselves, and now when we can’t do something we 
look to technology to help us; and then the generations after us may not need to think 
about anything) 

• Failure (we didn’t want to grow up and have to be like a bad father or mother) 

• Moral declination (declination of morals among our youth and it’s becoming cool; 
social networking and text messaging and Facebook allows young people to morally 
forget that other people are watching; not thinking that it’s not affecting us when 
young woman sends out picture of her in her underwear; it becomes a normality) 

• Self-destruction 

• Financial security 

• Future 

• Youth 


Hopes 
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• Education (that it’s better and everybody gets the opportunity to do it; some kids 
don’t want to go because they don’t want to get called names and want easy way out; 
now you can’t do anything successful without education; most kids if they don’t get 
scholarship in sports they don’t go to college, so if they work harder in school to not 
just be an athlete but a student athlete then the coach will ask what’s your SAT or 
ACT or GPA, then your education is going to go even farther because you don’t just 
have sports or school, but both) 

• Unity-family 

• Success 

• Understanding 

• To see a difference 

• Support 

• Ability to dream 

• Opportunities 

• Education 

• Sharing 

• Honesty 

• Equality 

• Youth 

Gifts 

• Compassionate about different situations, putting yourself in different situations 
having the drive to make a change and make things better 

• Dedication not just to being athletes to student athletes, not only to go on the field, 
but work hard in the classroom as well as dedication to have ability on the football 
field 

• Youth 

• Adaptable - responsible/leaders 

• Connectors - empowered - balance 

• Optimism - youth - honest 

• Innovative 
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Generation Z/Internet Generation Report Out 


Hurts 

• Entitlement: Having things given to you, everything’s given to us, we’re lazy, losing 
the ability to have things taken from us 

• Fatherless generation, parental separation 

• Peer pressure: people, things, influences that hold us back (No need for you to be 
smoking, drinking when friends are) 


Fears 

• Failure or not meeting expectations 

• Skipping school, not doing work 

• Doing the wrong things 

• Isolation - not having people to communicate with, no one to talk to when you’re 
feeling down 

• Dying young from accidents, drugs 
Hopes 

• Better our future 

• Importance of education: Finishing high school, college, getting a job 

• Provide for our fa mi lies 


Gifts 

• Abilities, talents - sports like football, track, 

• Advanced knowledge in technology - iPods, cellphones - help the other generations 
out 

• Swagger - confidence, true swag comes from the inside, how you carry yourself, self¬ 
esteem 
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Intergenerational Conversation 

(Transcript of real time dialogue) 

(Melinda Weekes begins conversation) When we first came in this room and all 
the young brothers were sitting over there, they were like we aren’t really sure about all 
you all. That’s what I felt, you were probing. In this exercise, you all have blossomed. 
How did you feel when you came into the room today and how do you feel now? 


• As we came in, I met a lot of people, new faces, so it took me time to adapt and learn 
about what this retreat was about because it was my first time. It’s a good experience, 
I learned a lot. A lot of wisdom of these older black males I’ll pass on to people 
younger than me, that will motivate me in my life. 


• This exercise should happen in every community and church because it’s useful for 
breaking down barriers. I’d like to hear from the younger brothers, when you hear 
like we heard from Ambassador Shabazz (Oldest daughter of Malcolm X) and Haki 
Madhubuti (Founder of Third World Press), the history of our people and these 
weighty matters, how do you process that? What does it mean to you at the moment? 
How is this impacting you once you leave the room? 

Youth Response 

• I’m hearing these seasoned veterans of our community speak on what they went 
through, it makes me feel as if everything I’m going through is cake compared to 
hardships they had to overcome, just because they’re standing. It makes me feel as if 
right now everything I’m struggling with I shouldn’t because they had hard struggles. 
We get praise for our music. When they were coming up, they weren’t getting looked 
at like that just because they were black. 

• Makes me feel grateful but at the same time like I need to do something better so that 
when I’m older telling younger generations what I did, they can feel the same way. 
They struggled for us and I want to do something great, so when I speak in the future 
about what I’ve done, it makes younger generations want to do the same thing. 

• They went through things and everyone is going through something. My situation is 
every week, every day. I can tell from the way you all dress you’re making some 
money. No matter what I’m going through if I keep my head on straight and work 
hard, I can make something of myself, no matter what I’m going through. 


Had you [younger brothers] heard of Malcolm X prior to the presentation from Haki and 
Malcolm’s daughter? And did you know about the relationship between Malcolm and 
Ali? 
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• It was good to hear from someone who actually knew Malcolm X. We learn the stuff 
in school but whoever wrote the book wasn’t really there. It was nice to hear from his 
daughter on the regular man Malcolm was. Because from the movies of Malcolm 
growing up and Ali coming from our school and becoming a better man. It shows me 
you can put your mind it and accomplish anything you want no matter what anyone 
tells you that you can’t do it. 

Most of the young people raised their hands to say that they knew about Malcolm X 

before, and that they were here at the Ali Center for the first time. It’s odd that this is 
their first time here and this center is here for them. Spread the word that you were 
here. 

• I want to compliment the young brothers. I can see your intelligence and great 
potential coming through. You might see me on ESPN [Chris Brossard] talking about 
basketball now, but when I was your age I couldn’t have expressed myself the same 
way you are in front of these “seasoned” people. I don’t know if any of you are 
emcees or athletes. I’m talking about your brain power. I saw your intelligence, 
regardless of what you can do as an athlete. 

• I want to ask the young brothers a question. We see the brilliance and potential in 
you, and very often young men selected to come to events like this are for the most 
part guys doing the right thing. You know a lot of guys who are not here who are not 
doing well and don’t believe in themselves, on a whole other track. That’s the story of 
guys all over the country. What would you say to the adults here that we need to be 
thinking about as adults that could potentially help keep those brothers back on the 
right track? I mean real talk. I need to know from you, talk real. What’s missing? 

• I’m a senior at the University of Louisville. I’m 23, I’m from Louisville, and 
transferred back here to get my undergrad. I plan on opening a program to answer this 
question. I’m a youth leader and I see the 12 and 13 year olds who are fighting to 
solve a problem that starts young. The school system is quick to throw a black child 
and label them as ADHD because they don’t want to deal with them in the classroom. 
If you label him in 4 th and 5 th grade, he’s in trouble in 8 th and 9 th grades. We should 
bring 4 th , 5 th graders here to see it ain’t athletic ability, but my ability to think that’ll 
get me to the next level. 

• Lor me, my mamma always instills in me to stay in school; that guidance and 
knowing who is the authority over me, that’s important for our generation to know. If 
we’re not going to respect nobody, or have no fear. Lrom my mamma, I used to get 
whoopings, so next thing you know I’m doing what I’m supposed to. 

• I left Louisville when I was 15 but I want to remind you that you come from a 
community of brothers and sisters who really represent. This building is an example 
of someone from this city who’s been a warrior of what it means to be a productive, 
meaningful black person. Outside there’s an amazing culture artist, Ed Hamilton, 
who’s constantly on the grind putting up monuments. I set up a field of serious elders 
here who still oscillate the decisions I’m making now. My grandfather is sitting on 
my shoulder reminding me that every decision I make can be for the detriment of 
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people. This town on the Ohio River is an interesting point of departure to think about 
these things. In this town you can stand for a lifetime and still pay homage for 
interesting brothers and sisters who were really soldiers. My grandfather was a 
valedictorian at Central High School; these were race people, concerned about the 
wellbeing of you guys. 

• I got a little cousin that’s real young. He’s starting to learn things; I teach him stuff 
every day. Start as in 1 or 2 years old, because that’s when they start to learn how we 
talk and what we do. You should start at age 1 and 2 when they copy off of you. My 
cousin looks up to me and I looked up to my grandfather because he taught me how 
to do what I do now. 

• It would be good for each man to develop a relationship with each young brother 
here. Through technology, we can stay connected. We need to commit ourselves to 
continue these conversations. Many of us will leave [Louisville today], but these 
brothers will need points of access. These brothers will be interested in going to 
college and many of us know presidents of colleges, we can make phone calls, help 
them get internships, etc. 

• Asa “seasoned” brother who has a young daughter who’s 15,1 see a phenomenon 
that’s disturbing, the relationship between you and our young sisters. What can we do 
to change it? There’s a DVD now called Hey Shorty, with sisters experiencing 
harassment from our young brothers which makes it unsafe to navigate our streets. 

• Most of the girls that are being treated wrong put themselves in these predicaments. 
Sometimes it is the male’s fault. For instance, say there’s a party going on and you 
know there’s a whole lot of dudes there, why would you put yourself out there if you 
know they’ll take advantage of you? 

• Some of these young females and dudes too out here are seeing this at home. They’re 
seeing daddy treating momma wrong. They see their momma out every night doing 
what she’s doing. Maybe if we had some of these parents doing the right thing around 
the children, they wouldn’t be acting that way. 

• I wanted to recognize this guy here. Earlier he talked about them [young folks] 
having it so easy and people in earlier generations having it hard. He talked about 
taking care of his sister and that’s not easy. So many of these young men are stepping 
into responsibilities they shouldn’t have to and we don’t recognize that enough. We 
too often correct them and we’re not listening. We need to spend more time listening 
and recognizing them. 

• The young people as you think about it, we are from around the country, but in this 
open dialogue every question and care has been about you. We all got credentials, 
more degrees than a thermometer, but the conversation has been about you. Don’t 
take it for granted. When we were in the middle, he put the word compassionate on 
the paper because he said so often we find ourselves in the position to have to be 
somebody else that we can’t be ourselves. The reason he’s taking care of his little 
sister is because her father was murdered before she was 1. Now he said, “I’m in the 
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middle of being me, but also being her father before he left this place.” You are the 
future, you are the now. There’s no industry that operates without the force of youth. 
Nothing. Keep that in your heart, in your head, in your hands. 

• There are some older young people too. The baby boomers said they may have not 
passed the baton right. I disagree. I’ll be 33 and got my first Executive Director 
position last year. The first person to reach out to me after I got that position was 
Thomas Owens, who invited me to a monthly dinner with other EDs. We go out 
every month. Last summer David Miller showed me around Baltimore. Reverend 
Wyatt came to my office to talk to me about my vision for my community. With that 
much around, how can I fail, and how can I not mentor younger people? Now it’s my 
responsibility to look for other younger brothers. This brother sitting next to me I had 
never met before today, but he read about me in an article and sent me an email to 
encourage me. It’s just us being men, being mature, encouraging other brothers doing 
good things. 

Here was my closing comment to the group: 

In terms of love, we love you. We are folk you may or may not see, and 
hopefully we could text or email you to encourage you. We have not done 
a good job at saying to our children that we love you. Not only do we love 
you, we support you. Not only do we support you, we open doors for you. 

We will also encourage you to live. There’s not one problem around this 
circle that somebody, I don’t’ care what they got on, has gone through. We 
got people who’ve been locked up, who have spent most of their life on 
drugs, who have PhDs, GED’s and any other kind of D’s around this 
circle. We are reflections of each other. Whether you are Millennial, X, 

Internet, Y, Z, or K, you’re heard. We’re here for you. There are so few 
times the generations come together to talk, that we got to learn how to 
talk to each other. We’re making an attempt. I hope that folks in Louisville 
bring more people to these circles. I’m going to work these circles at my 
church. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
SOCIOLOGICAL ANALYSIS 


Youth Culture 

Much ofFlava’s time was spent hanging out with his friends. His father was of little or 
no influence in his life due to multiple incarcerations. His mother was busy trying to 
recapture the time she lost on the streets and was consumed with satisfying her needs at 
the expense of her son. All around this family, the swirling specter of Crack took over, 
taxing already meager resources, patience and ultimately life. The extended family of 
mostly grandmothers had to raise their children’s children. Some grandmothers lived on 
fixed incomes or had medical issues that did not allow them to go to schools to check 
upon their grandchildren or great grandchildren; or when they went, they did not 
understand the jargon laden language of school officials. There was little to no real adult 
supervision over youth that hung out on street corners, dropped out schools or were 
totally immersed in the drug trade or gang culture. Flava, while pulled by the streets, was 
lucky that he had something, namely his skateboard and dream to becoming an urban 
skateboard legion, saved him from the violence that claimed many of his peers. One 
constant in the lives of young people is hip-hop which must adults refer to as rap music. 
This type of music has broken out of the confines of the “ghetto” and has impacted the 
world. White kids from the suburbs are into hip hop culture. Products are sold against a 
driving hip hop inspired beat. Successful hip hop pioneers once vilified, are moguls and 
icons. The church, the last bastion against hip hop now have young ministers using 
spoken word or singing gospel inspired hip hop—same beat with a different message. The 
“upper room ” like power of this art form was in full effect in the chapter I Once Was 
Blind But Now I See that featured Jazzy-Jas a hip hop artist with a conscience returning 
and giving back to the community where he was reused. 

What is it about the challenges of growing up that seems isolated to the particular 
generation doing the growing up? Adults think that their children’s generation is the 
worse ever to be born. The truth is that each subsequent generation pressures adults’ 
existing values and mores. Children are bom into a context and that context shapes 
beliefs and beliefs contribute to actions. If you go back in history three generations you 
will see young people expressing themselves much to the chagrin of their parents. The 
50’s had the beatnik generation closely identified with writers and cultural definers, Jack 
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Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg. Their reaction, and others that followed them, was to the 
staid world that emerged after World War II. 

In the 60’s it was the Hippie Generation and Black Power that defined growing up 
in this time of social unrest. The mantra of young whites reacting to The Vietnam War 
was “Make love not war” and ‘Give Peace a Chance.” For black teens the sounds of 
Motown and James Brown’s, “Say It Loud, I’m Black and I’m Proud and the Isley 
Brothers crooned, “It’s your thing do what you want to do, I can’t tell you who to give 
your thing to.” Both black and white youth, reacting to the previous generation, struck 
out to reshape the world and marijuana and psychotropic drugs became part of this task. 
Perhaps one of the lasting moments and perhaps last gasps of the 60’s actually happened 
in the early 70’s when several young whites (males/females) ran across the stage of the 
Academy Awards during a live broadcast naked. It was called “Streaking.” 

In the 80’s the culture was defined by greed. The central theme of Michael 
Douglass’ movie Wall Street was “Greed is good.” Not only Wall Street believed this but 
most of America struck out to amass as much material wealth depicted on television’s 
Lifestyle of the Rich and Famous as possible. Government under the leadership of 
President Reagan began to relax laws that governed banks. Money and cocaine were in 
abundance. Places l ik e Studio 54 in New York celebrated hedonism to the beat of new, 
young, famous stars (and paparazzi that covered their every move). 

Parallel to this, a black subculture was growing in evermore poor and isolated 
inner-city and rural areas. The term “Super Predator” evoking the image of a giant rat 
was linked to young black males. A powdered form of cocaine called Crack was created 
and the devastation it wreaked is still being felt today. Crack was the first drug marketed 
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to women and involved young people who eventually controlled the trade through gangs 
that indiscriminately used violence to settle large, small or imagined disputes. It was 
during this time that drive by shootings became commonplace across America. The 
criminal justice system began the War on Drugs, a war that wreaked havoc in the form of 
collateral damage on poor black families and their communities. Michelle Alexander in 
her book The New Jim Crow writes: 

Despite the fact that most drug arrests are for nonviolent minor offenses, 
the War on Drugs has ushered in an era of unprecedented punitiveness. 

The percentage of drug arrests that result in prison sentences (rather than 
dismissal, community service, or probation) has quadrupled, resulting in a 
prison-building boom the likes of which the world has never seen. In two 
short decades, between 1980 and 2000, the number of people incarcerated 
in our nation’s prisons and jails soared from roughly 300,000 to more than 
2 million. By the end of 2007, more than 7 million Americans—or one in 
every 31 adults—were behind bars, on probation or on parole. 19 

The over-incarceration of youth of color gave rise to a prison culture where 

getting “busted” became not only an expected event; it became a form of an urban rite of 

passage in the eyes of young males. This prison culture eventually gave rise to jail house 

fashion statements (no laces in sneakers, sagging beltless pants in jails because prisons 

have uniforms) It is impossible to understand African-American youth culture without a 

socioeconomic context of what was going on at the time. There are young adults who 

self-identify not so much as Millennials but as 80’s Babies born to crack addicted 

parents. These 80’s Babies reaped the whirlwind of family disintegration that in many 

instances was as swift as it was destructive. It was the 80’s Babies that were left alone for 

days, weeks, or months with little or no food or responsible adult supervision. Some were 

forced to use sex or steal from people or stores to get money for their guardian’s 


19 Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness 
(New York: The New Press, 2010), 59. 
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insatiable addiction. Crack attacked every positive notion of what the family was 
supposed to be: loving, nurturing and safe. 

This drug was designed to be affordable unlike its powdered cousin cocaine 
which was the drug of choice of affluent white users. In a relative short period of time 
Crack reached the masses in cities, suburbs and rural communities. The drug was 
designed to be potable and the small pieces were easily hidden or bundled for quick sale. 
Unlike Heroin, this drug was highly addictive and users became almost instantly 
addicted. The first inkling that something was wrong was made evident in elementary 
public schools when parents no longer picked up their children after school let out. 

All over the cities across the nation “unclaimed” children could be found waiting 
on parents—many of whom would never show up. These children (80’s Babies) were 
often taken into the child welfare system and were placed in foster care or were adopted. 
Cities, government, communities, families and the church were all caught off guard as a 
rapid reinterpretation of the social contract happened faster than the ability to understand 
what was happening. 

Changes in society have provided more passive ways for values to be 
transmitted to the young: the roles that are depicted in media often do not 
reflect appropriate cultural beliefs and values. In addition, many youth do 
not have multiple adult role models who can correct inappropriate 
perceptions of behavior and beliefs illustrated in the media. 20 

Young street enforcers made money hand-over-fist in the drug trade. The music 

industry, eager to capitalize on what was happening on the streets, used videos as a way 

to project profitable, if not scary, images of a new genre of music called ‘gangsta’ rap. 

This form of music made hip-hop seem like nursery rhymes by comparison. Profane 

20 Capuzzi, Youth at Risk, 91. 
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language, scantily glad, exotic looking females, money, gaudy jewelry, luxury cars and 
big guns were always prominently framed as if the goal was to brainwash young and 
impressionable viewers. Clothing designers aggressively went after the “urban market” 
even as they decried the source of inspiration for their fashions. 

The image of today’s youth, filtered through the lens of pop culture, is not a 
positive one. Black men and women are afraid of young people that hang on corners— 
some even in front of churches. The style of dress—an issue for every generation (bell- 
bottom pants and platform heels for men and women of the 60’s) is currently marked by 
boys wearing pants on their butt and girls dressing like street walkers. The cry of babies 
having babies and boys/men making babies but won’t take care of their children fill 
conversations in and out of the church. The alienation of youth has never been greater as 
young people turn to their peers for wisdom, guidance and validation. 

The faith community has struggled to find, recruit or rescue young people who are 
dying literally on the doorsteps of churches around this country. As churches become 
more insular, content to have programs that served the congregation, lives for young 
people and their families caught up in the vicious cycle of poverty, structural 
unemployment and cycles of incarceration spiral out of control. So much emphasis has 
been focused on boys—and rightly so—because boys and men are the absent 
demographic in churches across America. With that said, it is important not to look past 
the needs of young women that are also victims and interpreters of youth culture. 

Dr. Scyatta Wallace is an Associate Professor in the Department of Psychology at St. 
John’s University. She has her hand on the pulse of youth culture and she has been able to do 
much needed research in this area. Dr. Wallace’s latest research focuses on the influence of 
neighborhood context and socio-cultural norms on HIV risk among urban Black youth. Her work 
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also includes the design and implementation of gender specific and culturally-tailored 


interventions to promote health and health care utilization among Black youth. In addition, she is 
interested in the promotion of community consultation as a tool for addressing ethical concerns in 
behavioral and mental health research with vulnerable populations. Her expertise includes 
qualitative and quantitative method and community based participatory research (CBPR). 

She states in an email to colleagues in the field, “I was recently interviewed for the 
December issue of Essence Magazine in the article titled Colorstruck. I was contacted 
because of my recently published research study on the issue of Colorism among Black 
girls. Below is a commentary/summary of the research. Please share with parents and 
those who work with youth. 

Black girls are using drugs to feel good because they don’t feel good about 
themselves 

--Black girls will steal your boyfriend- Black girls are loud and have an attitude- 

These are among the statements highlighted in my research which was recently 
published in the article “ Gold Diggers, Video Vixens, and Jezebels: Stereotype 
Images and Substance Use among Urban African American Girls” in the Journal 
of Women \s Health. The federally funded study included African American 
adolescent girls (ages 10-15). I was very alarmed by the findings and felt a 
scientific article buried in the halls of academe was not doing justice to the 
important information found in the report. 

Almost half of the girls agreed with statements such as: 


-Straightened hair looks better than natural hair 
-Black girls are loud and have an attitude 
-Having long hair gives you a better appearance 
-Black girls are mad and ready to fight 

Almost a quarter of the girls agreed with statements like: 

-Black girls are gold-diggers 

-Black girls use sex to get what they want 

-It’s important to have good hair 

Findings from the study showed that girls who agreed with these types of 
statements were most likely to use drugs. Teens that use drugs at such an 
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early age are at risk for many other issues including school dropout, early 
sexual activity, violent behavior, STDs/HIV and involvement in the 
criminal justice system. The findings are a call for us to pay attention. It 
shows us that some of our girls are buying into the negative stereotypes 
they may be seeing in the media/popular culture or their surroundings 
about Black girls/women. It underscores that Black girls are getting a 
message that what they look like counts and for some of them this means 
believing having darker skin and/or kinky hair counts less. 

We need to ask ourselves as a community, where are our girls hearing or 
seeing these messages? In what ways are those messages being validated 
and reinforced? Are we doing a good job of helping them navigate the 
messages they are observing? Are we speaking up about the need for more 
balanced images? So what can we do? Here are several tips to help Black 
girls through these difficult issues: 

• Have Black girls read books (or read to them) which have images 
of girls from all backgrounds, including stories where Black 
girls/women are shown in a positive light. This way at an early 
age and beyond our girls can see a variety of hues and shapes. 

• Comment on how much you appreciate and adore Black girls for 
who they are. This is especially important when combing a Black 
girls’ hair. As challenging as you may find it; be sure NOT to 
show the child that you might be upset or challenged by their 
hair. Let them know that their hair, skin and features are what 
make them unique and special. Repeatedly tell them that you love 
them no matter what they look like (this includes the teen years 
when their style of choice may make you cringe). 

• As they encounter negative images/stereotypes, talk with Black 
girls about it and help them understand the history behind such 
values. Give them an opportunity to voice their opinions without 
judgment. Talk to them about the importance of celebrating the 
beauty of all Black women and the many accomplishments we 
have had. 

• Take note of your own judgments and how it might impact Black 
girls and their wellbeing. How may your comments about the way 
a Black girl or Black woman looks or behaves contribute to what 
Black girls may think about themselves or others? Remind yourself 
that those comments may impact a Black girl’s drug use and many 
other issues such as, self-esteem, dating/relationships, and school 
success. 

• Monitor the media Black girls are exposed to. There are many 
reasons for Black girls to take a TV break; including the fact that 
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Black youth spend more hours watching TV than youth of other 
races. Media exposure without adult monitoring may expose them 
to negative images and stereotypes that could harm them. In 
addition to limiting TV/media time, try to make sure Black girls 
have access to diverse images and role models which match 
multiple hues, shapes, sizes and from all walks of life. 

• It’s not only girls that need to be aware of image values and 

negative stereotypes. We should also have conversations with our 
Black boys. What are the image values and negative stereotypes 
they observe about Black women/girls? Have discussions with 
them about their values and how it may play out in their 
interactions with Black girls/women. 

Although the findings from the study are a cause for concern; the solution 

is in our hands to teach the next generation a better way to see 
21 

themselves. 


Scyatta A. Wallace, Ph.D. 

Associate Professor 
Dept, of Psychology 
St. John's University 
(718)990-2398 
Wallaces @ sti ohns .edu 

http://www.stiohns.edu/academics/graduate/liberalarts/departments/psych 

ology/faculty/wallaces 


21 . Scyatta A. Wallace, “Sage’s Rage: Black girls are using drugs to feel good cause they don’t feel 
good about themselves,” sassysages blog, September 27, 2011, http://sassysagesays.com/2011/09/27/sages- 
rage-black-girls-are-using-drugs-to-feel-good-cause-thev-don%E2%80%99t-feel-good-about-themselves . 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

THEOLOGICAL QUESTION: DOES THE CHURCH HAVE THE CAPACITY 

TO DEVELOP YOUTH? 


Divine Revelation International Church reputation takes a big hit for lack of community 
presence prior to the new pastor taking over. To Flava and his friends the church is 
perfect for jumping the stairs and riding the rails on his skateboard because it is hardly 
open. So what was the difference between this church with no community footprint and 
the same church involved in various inreach ministries and outreach programs in the 
community? The answer is leadership. It was Pastor Caleb Boone that decided that he 
was going to help young people. His story about how he did time when he was young 
because he was a follower is probably what drives him to care about other people’s 
children. Pastor Boone appreciates the importance of strong schools in the education 
process of young people. He cdso knows it is far easier to attack the school where most of 
his youth attend than it is to find creative and respectful ways to work with schools. He 
moved his congregation from being obserx’ant critics of what is wrong in the 
neighborhood to vibrant participants in efforts to address the wrongs. He is funding a 
vibrant youth ministry that is holistic and incorporates the opinions of young people. 

That is how the Spoken Word ministry started at Divine Revelation. This ministry pulls 
young people from the community—many who never been to church before but are now 
staunch members; even some of their parents have joined. Pastor Boone frequently 
wonders whatever happened to the young skateboarder that always jumped off of his 
stairs; and cursed him out when he was told to stop. Pastor Boone feels good that he 
prayed a generous prayer over the young boy and his family. In fact he was so taken by 
this event that weekly congregational prayer sendee always has an open altar call for 
young people and their parents. 


The many pressures on the church demanding attention are well documented. 

The operative question is does the church have the capacity to address youth needs in and 
out of the congregation? It is difficult for any institution to cope with change. The very 
nature of change will place a demand. It is far easier to stay the same than take the steps 
necessary to move from an undesirable state, moving through the unknown, to get to a 
more desirous state. The premise of this paper is if the church is to exist in the future it 
must leam how to successfully engage, nurture and develop today’s young people. The 
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following surveys took a holistic look at church capacity to develop young people and 
youth needs from the vantage point of: Pastors, youth pastors, lay volunteers, Sunday 
school teachers, parents and students. 

The surveys categorize responses thusly: small, midsize, large and mega churches 
since their challenges, resources and organizational realities are different. A careful 
reading of this section will reveal a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, 
Threats) analysis focused on demands on the church, ways of integrating a youth 
development approach to ministry, and an evidenced-based view of youth ministries that 
works. The first respondent to outline challenges reaching out to youth is a Pastor from a 
denominationally driven midsize church. 

A Pastor’s Response to Challenge Statement 

Pastor Profile : Female pastor of a denominationally driven mid-size church in a working 
class New York City outer borough neighborhood not commonly thought to be part of the 
inner-city but has many similar problems. The responding pastor has led the church for 
close to 15 years. Her church and community mission is to meet real needs of children, 
teens and their families in a holistic and caring spiritual way. 

Challenge Statement Thesis : Houses of worship devoid of meaningful youth presence 
and participation will ultimately die. 

The challenge statement resounds as a true assessment of the way we are within 
the walls of the sanctuary. In far too many local churches, the presence of youth in the 
congregation has dwindled down to a poor representation of their constituency. Their role 
is passive in the church and they are expected to participate enthusiastically in programs 
that have been designed for them. Within the church, youth have little to no say about 
the music selected, the Sunday school curriculum or have input into Bible study. Their 
voices are often not heard in the Sunday morning prayer and their concerns rarely reach 
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the prayer box or the midweek evening prayer service. Sermons with youth in mind too 
often critique their attire, tattoos, piercings, music and hair. Without seeking to know 
their thoughts and concerns our religiosity marginalizes them and worship becomes 
perfunctory and irrelevant. 

The challenge statement also resonates as a valid appraisal of the church’s witness 
to youth beyond the walls of the church. Attention is often fixated on the position of their 
sagging jeans or the hem line of a dress. We miss the look in their eyes. Too often we 
pass their makeshift memorials, tear stained cheeks and bowed heads without pausing or 
giving a word of condolence. We communicate a lack of concern about the people and 
things important to youth. We fail to tune in to their bottled inner emotions and thoughts 
out of fear and just not knowing how to reach out and connect. That’s a poor witness. 

The challenge statement accurately states the sad state of current affairs while 
holding hope for the future. Matthew, Mark and Luke note that people brought children 
to Jesus and He blessed them despite the disciples’ attempts to marginalize those coming 
with their young (Matthew 19:14; Mark 10:13-15; Luke 18:16). How do we bless the 
youth in our reach often brought by adversity, unmet needs and sense of abandonment? 
How do we make disciples that will minister to young people in a creative and life- 
affirming way? The project is sorely needed. 

The selected focal point from the Preliminary Analysis of The Challenge involves 
transforming the internalized vision of the church. Why do we exist? In my aging 
congregation there is tension between two groups, those in favor of change that opens the 
door of the church for further growth and those voting to close the door of the church and 
maintain the comfort of the status quo. When youth are an integral part of the local 
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church, their presence can seem intrusive; the liturgical dancers will leave undergarments 
and hangers in the bathrooms, children and adolescents in interactive Sunday school 
classes will raise their voices excitedly, the youth choir will sing new songs, the closets 
will overrun with after school and summer enrichment program supplies, and from time 
to time droppings (sunflower seed shells, and candy and gum wrappers) will seem to be 
everywhere. 

And yes, adolescents will bring challenges beyond texting, surfing and game 
playing. They come with their developmental social and emotional needs and problems. 
With concerted effort and collaboration not only has the congregation become 
comfortable with this level of discomfort, reaping the benefits of lively worship, 
intergenerational partnership and celebrated youth ministries, but they have grown 
content. There is a desire to stay at this level. The congregation is torn between 
launching into the deep sea of youth development and treading in the safety of the current 
pool. In a sense those who want things to stay the same are saying what we have is 
enough. We are done. Those who recognize the power of the gospel to help youth 
“address the realities of their daily lives” are loading their boats. As we commit to all 
youth within our reach, how do we get others in the congregation on board? 

A basic understanding of Jesus’ mission is connected to the church’s ability to 
comprehend their mission as it relates specifically to youth. Reading Isaiah 61:1-2 and 
Luke 4:18 brings to mind the number of youth living in foster care, the youth who have a 
parent incarcerated, the youth who have lost a parent, sibling or loved one to gun 
violence, and the poor, hungry and desperate homeless youth. Are there not multitudes 
of children and adolescents constituting the poor, the blinded, and the battered? If Jesus 
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proclaims this as His call and mission how does the church hear and receive anything 
estranged from this as her call and mission? How can a church grasp the mandate to help 
heal the youth in the community? 

For example, many local churches have ceased hosting celebrations of the life of 
Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., perhaps because of low attendance and insufficient 
interest from youth, the target audience. However, the church has no idea of whether or 
not teens find any relevancy for their own dreams in Dr. King’s politics or family 
struggles. With Black youth at risk for imprisonment at younger and younger ages, and 
females entering the juvenile justice system at ever increasing rates, what do they dare to 
dream? The church has not made a conscientious effort to inquire about their dreams nor 
their nightmares. The rate of incarceration of children not only threatens the future of the 
church, but the future of our country. It seems that the congregation wants to insulate 
itself from these harsh realities by disengagement. 

Understanding the mission of the church in inclusive ways requires preaching, 
teaching and praxis that affirm family and community. Developing a sense of mutuality 
and interdependence is challenging given the tendency to celebrate individual 
achievement. The church is called to care about all youth, those visible and “invisible” 
(out of sight). To consistently provide meaningful programming to youth will necessitate 
an ongoing commitment to learning new perspectives, increasing “organizational 
capacity” to avoid burn out (“We are done”) and a plan that integrates youth in the 
decision making process. Just thinking about the possibility of developing and 
implementing a strategic plan activates the anointing. 
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Sunday School Town Hall Meeting 


Stephanie Bailey is introduced near the end of the book in the Chapter Answered 
Prayers. She is the head of her church’s Sunday school. Her story about her twin 
brother’s negative experience in Sunday school is illustrative for the church today; 
especially since Sunday school is still the primary youth sendee delivery system for 
churches of all sizes and denominations. Miss Bailey and her brother are the same age, 
reading the same lessons, and both have radically different experiences that could be 
gender related or a question of learning styles. Another possibility is that young 
Stephanie Bailey had a better Sunday school teacher than her brother. There is also the 
implicit recognition that most churches fare better developing girls than boys. Miss 
Bailey makes the astute comment that the person in charge of the Sunday school ran it 
the same way she experienced it as a young lady in the 1950’s. While there is something 
to say for honoring tradition—it must also be said that the world has dramatically 
changed and Sunday schools have managed to stay the same. In fact the world is 
changing at a pace that is almost impossible to integrate and learn from what is 
happening. This dizzying pace may be alien to adults but it is common to young people — 
this is all they know. The section on Youth Culture makes this clear. Frequently, the 
church finds itself (or places itself) in a reactive posture to what the world is or is not 
doing. It is imperative that Sunday schools strive to be proactively relevant in a manner 
that parallels the real life threats, temptations and needs of young people. While the issue 
did not come up in the Sunday School Town Hall Meeting, it is important to find and use 
culturally relevant learning materials that look like and reflect the reality of the students 
served. I add parenthetically that one should not come to the hasty and erroneous 
conclusion that all seasoned Sunday school teachers need to be replaced. / would 
suggest, that as the data suggests, there is a training opportunity. 


The history of Sunday schools goes back to Britain in the mid 1780’s. Anglican 
Robert Railford is generally recognized as one of the leading advocates for creating 
Sunday schools. His reaction was to young people forced into the arduous and unsafe 
world of work in the early days of Industrial Revolution. Railford thought it was 
important for Britain’s children to learn how to read and then participate in catechism 
classes. Since then Sunday school has been the traditional port of entry for Christian 
education for young people in the church. 
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Most denominations and independent churches would agree that educating young 
people is important as supported by this statement issued by the Carnegie Council on 
Adolescent Development: 

For many adolescents, their religious organization and its leaders are often 
trusted as family. This sense of familiarity, combined with commitment 
that adult church leaders have to nurture young church members, lends 
strength to church-based youth programs. 22 

While I generally agree with this statement in the abstract, it is important to note 
that much has changed in society and in the faith community at large that impacts the 
church’s ability to successfully recruit, retain and nurture young people. Churches that 
depend solely on their Sunday school as the primary mode of developing their young 
people may be in trouble and not know it—or worse, be in trouble and not know how to 
respond. If a house of worship’s Sunday school format (and materials) is largely 
unchanged for the last several decades, their effort may unwittingly not prepare as many 
young people possible as intended. 

This in itself is a challenge to the church that is dependent upon the participation 
and financial support of strong families. In today’s times, unlike generations ago, 
congregants shop around for services that meet their needs. Today’s family may not have 
the same sense of allegiance to a church as their parents. If a church does not meet the 
needs of progressive families—especially their children, they may leave the fold to find 
what they are not receiving. This is not to suggest that Sunday schools or churches 
become like supermarkets complete with enticing specials. It does, however, suggest 


22 Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, A Matter of Time: Risk and Opportunity in the 
Nonschool Hours (New York: Carnegie Corporation of New York, 1992), 52. 
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rather loudly, that churches must provide relevant services that meet the needs and 

expectation of families raising children. 

Progressive parents may be satisfied with adult church but still may leave the 

congregation if they feel that their child’s needs are not being met in Sunday school. 

Under the best of circumstances most Sunday schools do well with younger children. 

These same Sunday schools are hard pressed to provide a relevant and challenging 

learning environment for adolescents and teens. 

Typically there’s a mass exodus from youth from congregational 
involvement between 7 th and 9 th grade. For example, a Search Institute 
study of five mainline Protestant denominations found that, while 60% of 
6 th -grade are active in religious education, only 35 percent of 10 th to 12 th 

'yi 

grade youth are actively involved. 

As soon as young people are able to vote with their feet, they walk out of the Sunday 
school and often, they leave the church. Some will return in their later years while others 
become lost in a world of enticing, yet, destructive options. It would behoove Sunday 
school leaders, no matter their denomination or church size, to proactively assess the 
efficacy of their youth development efforts given the aforementioned societal changes. 

It is paramount that all church programs—not just Sunday schools, assess their 
practice. Evaluation is not busy work, nor should it be interpreted as judgment of God’s 
Majesty. Evaluation is important because individuals in charge as well as followers can 
bring their “good, bad and ugly” emotions to church that negatively impact church 
programs. When a person is allowed, through default, benign neglect, or out of fear, to 


23 Peter L. Benson and Dorothy L. Williams, Effective Christian Education: A National Study of 
Protestant Congregations—A Summary Report on Faith, Loyalty, and Congregational Life (Minneapolis, 
Minnesota: Search Institute, 1990), 50. 
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have power over others (and young people in particular) and there is little or no 
accountability, good work happens by accident if at all. 

To be clear, many people come to the church for a variety of reasons and they 
bring their emotional baggage with them. While personal smallness striving against 
Spiritual greatness is an ongoing tension that all Christians must deal with, this tension 
becomes more destructive when foisted upon vulnerable youth. The church must look at 
the people in charge of developing young people. Here is a statement that supports this 
thought. 

Many of God’s flock go about looking at this world through clouded 
lenses, using church projects to build up wobbly self-esteem, enlisting 
dependent people to foster their phony selves, passing off a neurotic need 
for affection as a loving, caring nature, or the compulsion to be ever busy 
as priestly concern. Such Persons have in themselves all kind of conflicts 
which produce dissention in the groups in which they belong. Their 
vulnerability, excessive demands, expectations and criticisms make 
genuine community impossible. 24 

The church cannot allow wounded people who don’t want to get well to work 
with impressionable young people or adults for that matter. Too many people “bruised by 
the pews” become bitter and inflict their pain on others. It is impossible to have a great 
Sunday school if greatness is not exemplified by individuals called to serve. 
Unfortunately, youth ministries, as already mentioned, can take a back seat to adult 
ministries which are usually better financed and recognized. 

Here are two evaluation models that can help align efforts greater than one 
person’s ability to deliver. The first is a general assessment tool based on something we 
all talk about all the time, and that is the weather. This imaginative and remarkably 
neutral inventory can help spur “forecasts” that can diagnose “occluded” trouble spots 


24 Elizabeth O'Connor, Letters to Scattered Pilgrims (New York: Haiper and Row, 1979), 47. 
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and “cloudy” people and identify “sunny” opportunities. Here are 10 questions that can 
elicit needed data that can help Sunday school efforts—as well as other programs in the 
church. These non-threatening/non-accusatory questions can be asked on a yearly basis 
and the results could inform organizational change. 

1. What is the weather like around here? 

2. How changeable is the weather, and what regular warning signs occur before 
it changes? 

3. How comfortable is it for me here? How comfortable is it for others with 
different life-styles or roles? How often do I need to wear foul weather gear? 

4. Who are the forecasters on whom we rely to predict what the weather will be 
like here? 

5. Are their different zones within this organization [Sunday school] that have 
very different climates? Who tends to end up in this climate? Who tends to 
end up in each of these zones? 

6. Which people and what types of ideas can grow in this climate? Which die 
out? 

7. Who can do something about the weather here as well as talk about it? 

8. Who are the sources of energy in this system? Where are they located? 

9. Is there enough breeze (emotional expressiveness) in this system? 

10. Is there enough precipitation (conflict and challenge) in this this system for 
people to grow? 25 

The second evaluation was conducted by me for a Sunday school with several 
hundred enrollees. Sunday school teachers, parents and youth were invited to participate 
(a general announcement was made to parents and children). Here are the framing 


25 Fritz Steele and Stephen Jenks, The Feel of the Workplace (Reading, Pennsylvania: Addison- 
Wesley, 1977), 177-178. 
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questions participants were asked to respond using color coded index cards for teachers, 

parents and young people: 

• What does the Sunday school of the 21 st Century look like to you (Vision)? 

• What are the present needs of the Sunday school (Assessment)? 

Here is the methodology for assessing results: 

• Summarize results from teachers (25), parents (13) and youth (16). 

• Incorporate similar responses (tally will not add up to the total number of people 
sampled). Make only minor changes in grammar/edits (I used * to indicate stated in 
context [sic] to preserve the intended flavor/fervor of the original submission. 

• Include index cards from three groups recording their response for later perusal and 
files. 

Teacher’s Vision Statement 

• A “seamless” Sunday school where children and families worship together and deal 
with disappointments/hurts [triumphs], and study the Word. 

• I see teachers and students getting knowledge from the Internet. 

• I see a Sunday school that offers counseling for those in trouble and has access to 
outside resources (home Bible study for non-churchgoers). 

• A united body of teachers and youth serving the community and reaching out to 
others. I see young people visiting nursing homes, making get well cards for the sick 
and bringing can goods to shelters. 

• I see a teacher/youth street ministry. 

• I see a Sunday school equipped with electronic information on the Bible for quick 
reference for students and teachers to be used in conjunction with Sunday school 
lessons. 

• I see a group of students giving, participating and testifying in an organized 
classroom. 

• A class of 20 students and 2 teachers praising God. 
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• I see a seven day a week church school open daily for after school tutoring, 
counseling and child care. The staff equipped to service the community through 
continual outreach and providing services to parents and children. 

• A Sunday school in which teachers are on one accord with God and each other, in 
which students come willing to receive from the Lord; in which the word of God is 
taught and shared with clarity and boldness; in which lessons are remembered and 
applied by students and teachers. 

• I see a Sunday school encompassing whole families, addressing family issues and 
developing and supporting exceptional family relations. 

• I see a Sunday school that is not in the basement but in a building itself; and it was 
filled with children and that was a good feeling. 

• I envision all of the juvenile delinquent youth who have contact with family court 
coming to Sunday School and learning love and receiving training in different areas 
of life, linking taking care of themselves and loving themselves enough to see that 
they can be who Jesus wants them to be. 

• A Sunday school where the students do praise and worship in each classroom. A 
Sunday school where they can learn in a smaller classroom setting. 

• A Sunday school on fire. Where teachers are not afraid to test the waters of teaching 
in a new way. Where the classroom is alive and the children cannot wait to get back 
the next Sunday... [to] Go fishing to tell the young people about the great catch. 

Needs From Teacher’s Perspective 

• Follow-up on troubled students/home visits. 

• Referrals to appropriate places. 

• Recruit more male teachers, prayer room, explain goals of the curriculum to parents 
via home visits, open house (quarterly) and orientation for new parents (repeated 
themes culled from several statements). 

• Teach fruits of the spirit. 
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• Rap groups (/ believe the talking type ) that incorporate Sunday school and life issues. 

• Counseling services are available for youth and parents. 

• Quarterly parent/teacher conferences after Sunday school. 

• Smaller classrooms with two teachers, different room setup (chairs in circles, 
meditation time, lights turned down or off). 

• More support from church body. 

• More space and materials i.e. dry erasers, markers, whiteboards, pens pencils and 
Bibles. 

• Ask different questions (how has Sunday school made a difference in the street, at 
home and at school?). 

• Community service/intergenerational programs-writing letters to seniors, shopping 
and community service in order to help them [students] become more community 
minded. 

• Give special attention to “shrinking violets” in order to help them develop themselves 
in a more positive manner. Take a survey of students to find out what makes a 
difference to them. 

• Prayer and unconditional acceptance for all who enter in. 

• More scheduled meetings to maintain a foundation of communication and unity. 

• Start a scholarship program. 

Parent's Vision Statement 

• I see in the future a Sunday school dealing with struggles that affect children on a 
more personal level; helping the child to meet problems, work through them so they 
can move on to the next challenge in life. 

• A family (father, mother, sons and daughters) going to Sunday school all in the same 
class for at least the first hour, praying, worshipping and praising God; living, 
hugging each other and other families in the same class. 
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• A Sunday school in the 21 st Century should, perhaps, have a family Sunday, where 
there are no age groups. Where families can come learn and discuss God’s word 
together. 

• A computer lab with a teacher who instructs each student with tests, workshops, 
visual aids and live instruction. Each student having the opportunity to max their 
learning and challenge their ability. Computers are the future and every child, big or 
small should have an opportunity with one, even if it’s for the amount of time allowed 
for Sunday school. 

• When I envision a Sunday school equipped with everything it needs, the first thing I 
see is a teacher at the front of the classroom armed with the love of God in his or her 
heart with a workable, functional knowledge of God that he or she is willing to share 
with the students, that enables him or her to teach students and answer their questions 
in a way that proves that the Bible is contemporary. 

• I saw all the classes together and one speaker-it looks much more like church but it 
was mostly youth from the age of 11 and up learning the Word. 

• Crisis center for children and teens. Big Brothers; Big Sister. Let children lead 
different programs (with adult overseeing) to help raise consciousness and self¬ 
esteem. 

• What I see is a multitude of people gathered together in unison with the Holy Spirit 
and encouraging one another with praise, honor, as well as the glory of God. 

• I think the perfect Sunday school is a Sunday school where all the lessons are 
exciting. And that the classes are shorter and to have guest Sunday school teachers 
sometimes so we could learn different things from another point of view. 

• I see children working hard for the Lord. They were willing to learn more about him. 
They all have positive attitudes about their future and God. 

• I see in the future a Sunday school dealing with struggles that affect children on a 
major personal level. 
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Needs From Parent’s Perspective 

• I always liked enacting stories with a puppet show for the youngsters. If there is a 
child with any sort of problem, if you will, then a puppet (s) will bring out laughter 
and their best. From there you, the teacher, may be able to get a slight handle on the 
children. Hold groups where children can speak to their parents openly about the 
issues and concerns they have as children. 

• After Sunday school I can see an extension for some of our young people—more of a 
mentoring session—some children I believe, though they love their parents, they also 
sometimes fall on “death ear”*. Why not have that mediator or extra person to give 
that extra talk, hug, love and spirit! Why Not! 

• Young people should have a one-on-one talk to let them talk about anything they 
want and on a Sunday they can also talk about the Bible. 

• Make a difference. Know something about the child’s family. Today’s “family” is 
very complex. 

• More parents teaching their children how to treat other children if they are different. 
Always be willing to help someone else. 

• Teachers need to meet at least once a month and discuss all scriptures they intend to 
teach. They need to take the scriptures off the pages of the Bible so that they can 
make it real. They need to freely share their own experiences with each other and 
take those same experiences and share with children; show children that Christianity 
is real and it is doable. It is a challenge, but it is worth it. 

• Require parents to go through Sunday school orientation class as well as request that 
parents sit in with their children for their child’s first class. 

• To gently encourage each person to take a leadership role at least once a month or so. 
So that they may develop in the area of leadership i.e. devotion, prayer, singing etc... 

• I believe that if the Sunday school would give homework to the students, mainly to 
study various passages of scripture and [give] special rewards to students it would get 
the Sunday school students to be more involved. 
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Youth's Vision Statement 

• A tall building with stained glass windows that shows God’s doings and teachings 
filled with lots of kids ready to learn about God. 

• I see a big nice church like Allen AME Church. Next to it is the churches* 
community service. On the other side I see houses for the poor where the church 
gives them food, change them, and give them money. 

• Many teachers where the kids could talk if they have any problems. 

• I saw that there were people helping people and teachers helping children. 

• I saw teachers praying and singing songs, giving thanks to God. Children bringing all 
their supplies for church. 

• I saw* Bible, blackboards, teachers, classmates, counseling, family, friends, Holy 
stuff. 

• I see a bunch of people *they obey teachers and are good. 

• I was thinking about a Sunday school kingdom building up and training our kids to be 
teachers so that {when}* we get old we still have hard strong leaders coming ahead. 

• I saw the Allen AME church. It was so beautiful. I poped(?)* I was surprised. 

• Some dream that a person wanted like a toy, a hug, a kiss a word of praise, a bike a 
trip to the store or seeing a long lost family member, or a friend. 

• To see about Jesus to tell other people and they would learn about the Lord. 

• I saw children playing in (??????) with adults watching. 

• A Sunday school where everyone can learn at the same rate and level. Where there is 
no “violence” or anger. 

• A big white Sunday school. Where there is* days when the kids spoke the word of 
God to others and each day the people would feel the power of God from what they 
spoke. 
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• I imagined a big church that had a lot of rooms and everybody listned* and 
everybody was doing there* work. 

• I saw a lot of happy visitors. Some visitors had to join them. 

• I see a lot of teachers walking around. I see a ton of kids like angles* for God paying 
attention to their teachers. I see nicely cleaned windows and stained glass doors. The 
floors are cleaned. 

• A Christian walking and my mom and also my friends and my family and my pets 
and my dad. 

• I saw a house a Sunday school. And the kids were playing. 

o God 

o Jesus 

o Happy 

Needs From Youth’s Perspective 

• Transportation to Sunday school for all kids. Go to church. Learn about God. See 
what he does. It’s a mircacle*. Halluaual! Halluaual! Halluaual! (10 yrs. old)*. 

• Many teachers where the kids could talk to if they had a problem. 

• If I could make a difference or a suggestion in somebody’s life it would be the 

(_family). That (_) and (_) would be protected by angles*. 

• I believe there can be more classes, more time, more worship, more activity, more 
trips, more fun, more students. 

• Help the children learn about Jesus. 

• My plan is a Bible group to go to the street where the kids are and read the Word and 
bring them in the place where they need to be, God* house not the street comers. 

And also have the choir come sing to the glory and the honor of God. 

• Teachers could help by not screaming at us and telling us to get up and get out no you 
should not be like that you should tell them not to do that anymore that’s what a 
teacher dose* they can be helpful by doing that and by being nice (no punctuation 
used) 
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• Thank you 

• God bless 

• I want the Sunday school to love one another. 

• I would like to dance in church. 

• Adults should spend more time listening to children. 

I was struck by the insight, honesty and desire of the contributors. I was moved 
by the passion and thoughtfulness of the children ranging in ages from 5 to teens. The 
teachers and parents basically want the same thing: a challenging, relevant, spirit-filled 
environment. It is imperative that adults see and experience a shared vision for any effort 
that transcends the functionary role of doing what has been done. . If there is no 
reflection, evaluation or accountability there will not be any real, lasting, transformative 
change. 

Every Sunday school should have a guiding vision beyond making sure that 
children grow and go to heaven. In Proverbs 29:18 it says, “Without a vision the people 
perish.” If I may appropriate this statement and apply it to Sunday school it would have 
the same dire consequence. Children that we could have saved, could have nurtured— 
could have made a qualitative difference in their lives have passed by and through the 
church doors and far too many are dying in the streets. 

A common assumption many leaders in the church make is thinking that just because 
you are an adult and/or have raised children that this automatically qualifies you to work 
with young people of all ages and needs. Nothing could be further from the truth. It is 
amazing that the church will entrust its most valued possession—namely their children 
into the hands of people that are not properly trained or supervised. Please do not read 
this as dismissive of people who have answered the call and perhaps are not trained for 
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their calling. Marlene Wilson, author of How to Mobilize Church Volunteers wisely 
suggests this response to help frame the question a person may have with a recognized 
need for training: 

Tell the person who asked you to do the job and the sooner the better! Do 
not feel that it is a sign of incompetence or failure. You care enough to 
want to do the job well and the leader owes you that right. Training to help 
people succeed in what they are asked to do is a critical job of 
leadership. 26 

It is more than OK to ask for help—it is not a sign of weakness or a” sign of 

incompetence.” Asking for help is a legitimate response to the unknown. To bring the 

training need in sharper focus Ms. Wilsons offers this insight: 

I will never forget a friend of mine who taught kindergarten in Sunday 
school. One year she was asked to teach a junior high school class, and she 
thought that it would be such fun to have students with whom she could 
really communicate and dialog. Needless to say, it took only two Sundays 
for her to realize that she desperately needed help. She knew nothing 
about the age group and the students knew it. She felt totally inadequate 

27 

and didn’t know what to do.~ 

Given the complexity of issues confronting young people that may be different 
from the issues experienced by Sunday school teachers when they were young, it is 
imperative to know what is going on in and around young people. The faith community 
can ill-afford to take the admonishment to be in the world and not of the world to the 
extent that we separate ourselves and, more importantly, separate young people from the 
very world in which they will have to compete. Here are several nonprofits that offer 
youth development training. I include a national training organization as well as a local 
(New York Metropolitan Area) agency. 


26 Marlene Wilson, How To Mobilize Church Volunteers (Minneapolis, Minnesota: Augsburg 
Publishing House, 1983), 92. 

27 Ibid. 
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Academy for Educational Development (AED) 

The mission of Academy for Educational Development (AED) is: 

• Managing national multi-city youth worker training, education, and career 
development initiatives 

• Developing and disseminating curricula and training products for youth 
work apprentices, experienced youth workers, and youth program 
supervisors 

• Delivering national train-the-trainer certification programs 

• Providing technical assistance to local, state, and federal agencies, and to 
local and regional intermediaries, to build their capacity to establish 
systems of training for youth workers 

• Developing and disseminating information about effective youth worker 
professional development strategies to the youth development field. 

National Training Institute for Community Youth Work 

Academy for Educational Development 

1825 Connecticut Avenue NW 

Washington, DC 20009 

Tel: 202.884.8265 

Fax: 202.884.8422 

E-mail: ejohnson@aed.org 

The mission of The Youth Development Institute (YDI): 

The Youth Development Institute (YDI) 

The Youth Development Institute (YDI) supports the growth and 
development of young people by strengthening the quality and increasing 
the availability of experiences offered by the organizations that serve 
them. We partner with community organizations, schools, colleges, policy 
makers, funders, and others to create programs, train staff, and develop 
policies that encourage and enable young people to transition successfully 

29 

to adulthood. 

Youth Development Institute 
Fund for the City of New York 6 th fl. 

121 Sixth Avenue 
New York, NY 10013 
Tel: 212 925-6675 
Fax: 212 925-56775 
E-mail: sescamilla@fcny.org 


28 AED, http://www.nti.aed.org/assets/pdf/NTI_Brochure.pdf. 

29 Youth Development Institute, http://www.ydinstitute.org/. 
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Youth Pastor Survey 


Flava’s teacher Mr. Joseph is the archetype for a good youth pastor. He is young, 
creative, knowledgeable, and demonstrates an ability to be in charge without being 
overbearing. An example of this occurred when the whole class, during orientation, 
laughed at one of the students when he said that his grandmother couldn ’t read the 
parent contract. Mr. Joseph immediately stopped everything and dealt with the offensive 
act. This was important because he did not scream and yell. He simply held his hand up 
until order was restored. Many churches use adult power to get young people to conform 
at the expense of learning new things. Mr. Joseph was able to use a negative and turn it 
into a positive learning situation. Good youth pastors are able to do likewise in maintain 
a safe space. Mr. Joseph was not intimidated by his students, nor was he overly 
concerned about being liked. He had a job to do and that was to lead his students. Mr. 
Joseph has been able to influence the school with his work he does at the church and 
influence the church with his work at the school. It was Mr. Joseph that opened the door 
for Nimrod Academy to be adopted by his church, Divine Revelation. Mr. Joseph is a 
good model to find how ministry can escape the confines of the church’s four walls and 
change lives in the community. All without an organ, drums or altar call. 


Rev. James P. Quincy III is one of our nation’s premiere youth ministers. He 

currently serves as Executive Minister at Calvary Baptist Church in Jamaica, NY under 

the leadership of Dr. Victor Hall. Rev. Quincy is a graduate of Tuskegee and Harvard 

Universities and is the author of three books - The Community Church: Implementing the 

Gospel of Jesus (1993), May 1 Help You?: Seven Steps to Successful Youth Ministry 

(2003), and Life without Limits: Spiritucd Growth for Teens (2005). Rev. Quincy is a 

member of my site team. I first worked with him (introduced to me by the late Rev Ella 

Ivey) when he hosted New York Theological Seminary’s “Jamaica Youth Cluster” that I 

created in 1998. He is founder of The Metro New York Urban Youth Leadership 

Initiative comprised of youth pastors from the New York area. He offers this keen 

observation that is imbedded in the marrow of this paper: 

Youth ministry is an essential element of the future of the church of the 
living God. If the church is like every other living organism it will grow. 

All living organisms grow. So, why have so many pastors looked out into 
their congregations and noticed that their churches and its members are 
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dying, literally on the vine... I have entered churches where children were 

on 

absent. These churches were dying, unfriendly and even bitter. 

Rev. Quincy elevates youth pastors to a proper height as it relates to the present 
vitality and future reality of the church. It does not take much to figure out that 
congregations devoid of meaningful youth participation or stuck in a paradigm that no 
longer reflects the reality and needs of young people—especially teenagers and I might 
add young adults (an advanced form of the same problem) - that church is in deep 
trouble. Rev. Quincy, having served as a youth pastor in his present church and in Detroit 
is so convinced about the centrality of youth pastors to the future of the church he 
allowed me a generous amount of time to survey members of The Metro New York 
Urban Youth Leadership Initiative on January 28 th 2011. The following is a breakdown 
of the youth pastor’s responses to the survey listed below. 


Analysis of Youth Pastor Survey 


Total Sample Size: (24) 

Surveys Returned (13) 

Size of Church: Small (3).... Midsize (6).... Large (3).... Mega (1) 

( Church Size self-identified) 

A. Dedicated Youth Budget: Small Church No (3) Yes (1)... Midsize: No (3)* Yes 
(2)... Large No (2)...Yes (1)... Mega Yes (1) (*Two respondents from same church) 
Total Responses (13) 

B. Length of Time as Youth Pastor: 


Church Size 

Years of Service 

Average 

Small Church (4) 

9, 4, 2.5 

5.1 

Midsize Church (6) 

20, 12, 10(2), 7, 5 

10.6 

Large Church (3) 

10, 9, 4 

7.6 

Mega (1) 

14 

(14) 


30 James P. Quincy, May I Help You? Seven Steps to Successful Youth Ministry (Southfield, 
Michigan: 2003), 7. 
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C. Highest Education Achieved: 


Church Size 

High School 

College 

Graduate School 

Small Church 

1 

2 (no degrees yet) 

1 

Midsize Church 

0 

2 (one graduate) 

4 

Large 

0 

1 

2 

Mega 

1 

0 

0 


1. Were you a church member before becoming youth pastor? 

The majority responses were yes to this question. A significant cluster of yes 
responses came from large churches. My thought is that these are established 
churches where youth pastors were identified from the congregation via youth 
volunteerism. One small church in the survey was in operation less than 5 years. 

2. Strongest Youth Programs and why? 

(Results stated in context except for small edits to help idea/presentation flow) 

Small Churches: 


• Friday Night Youth Praise... It encourages each individual to also be leaders as 
well as encourages each individual to also be leaders as well as encourages us to 
taking our walk with Christ. 

• Music Ministry.. .Engage voice to praise and Open Discussion (no reason stated). 

• Presently the praise dance and mime ministry... strongest because as they go 
forth, they are not limited to the age groups that they minister to. 

Midsize Churches 


• “Helps Ministry”.. .We go out to feed the homeless and Christmas when we send 
gift boxes to the less fortunate. 

• Weekly Bible Study... (No reason stated). 

• Game Night and table talk (no reason given) 

• Youth programming structure.. .worship, teaching discipleship, mission 
evangelism, community service. 

• Christian education.. .The church is just being established, youth ministry is still 
being formed. 

Large Churches 

• Dance Ministry.. .1 say this because youth seem to cling to dancing. 

• Education.. .College road trips to Harvard, Yale (Princeton soon). 
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• S.W.A.T. (Spiritual Works and Teachings)...The numbers has grown.. .we have 
open conversations. 

• Weekly Bible Study (no reason stated). 

Mega Church 

• The Arts->Dance-^Music->Bible Study (no reason stated) 

3. What change(s) would you implement to strengthen your ministry? 

Small Churches: 

• Access to classic Christianity! Open discussion. Opertunity (sic) to in-depth tutor. 

• To have an outreach program where we can go out and accomplish Christ’s great 
commission 

• Being that this is a new ministry, I believe that as long as this ministry stays 
consistent there will be growth. 

Midsize Churches 


• I would like to see adults see the vision that youth see. 

• Youth Leadership development 

• Apply and spend more time with youth of both genders 

• Focusing more on the word with youth on their level. Not so much traditional. 

• My approach to reaching out and evangelizing youth. Encouraging youth to take 
ownership of their ministry. 

Large Churches 

• If I had to implement changes to the ministry I would implement that we as youth 
advisors meet the young people half-way. 

• More emphasis on abstinence and safer practices. 

• More training 

Mega Church 

• Parental Involvement - ^ create a strong parent board. Continue teaching them not 
to be afraid of reaching out. 
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4. If Money was no object describe ideal youth program? 


Small Churches 


• A church where youth can come to receive tutoring if needed; a place to meet 
other youth who choose church rather than the streets. Consisting of gym/youth 
recreation center. A Christian dance studio a pool, studio etc... 

• Theologian, reinforced education to translate on a weekly basis. Communication 
development. Mission trips out of the country. 

• A program which focuses on standing out for Christ and his kingdom. A program 
which is not going to be people pleasing or imitate worldly “fun” but is targeting 
to raise up kingdom leaders. 

Midsize Churches 


• I would develop a youth church and watch god move in the life of our young 
people. 

• Youth church run by youth for youth. 

• A separate youth chapel from the church fully staffed and open 24 hrs. /7days a 
week. An open yet strong Bible study class a pray [sic] session (strong) a reading 
and writing class. Work training, a resume writing class, a college prep class, 
health training, sports, food. Every day, week, monthly counseling crisis 
counseling. 

• Youth development—Academics, skill training, domestic [violence?] training 

• Media room with computers, video games, production equipment, gym. Etc... 

• One where we have our own youth chapel office. 

Large Churches 

• To have a program where young people can be able to praise God in his own way. 

• Community center for young people with ongoing activities—gym. 

• Homework help, youth stipend for attendance to workshops, scholarships for 
college bound. Scholarships for leadership role modeling in/out of school.. .Bible 
study 

Mega Churches 

• One that breakdown the walls on what young people believe about young people. 
Retreats for young people. Friday night services (non-traditional) come as you 
are. 
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5. What three things have you discovered about today’s youth culture that you 
think the church should know? 

Small Churches 


• No sugar coating. Example worthy. Identification creation. 

• That children are now getting ready to prepare to raise children and not much 
morals/standards are being instilled into younger generation. 

Midsize Churches 


• Youth have much larger world view. 

• Personal problems: home, school, work, neighborhood. 

• They are very secretive 

• Youth want people they can trust, who they can confide in. youth do love the 
Lord and want to serve him. The church must be relevant and relational to the 
youth and their needs. 

Large Churches 

• They want to be in church. They need guidance. 

• Respect for the church and each other. The language they use. Dress code, signs. 

• They don’t share everything that goes on outside of church & home. We are 
getting them to college but the girls get pregnant. We need toO figure out how to 
encompass the “gang” dynamic. 

Mega Church 

• They have something to say concerning God in their lives. They actually listen to 
what is said in church. They are watching 

6. What role do parents play, if any, in your ministry to youth? 

Small Churches 


• Most members [church?] are young adult and older are young adult 

• Incouragement [sic] 

Midsize Churches 


• Sunday School 

• Encouragement, praize [sic], leadership, talk listen. 

• Parent involvement but also allowing ministry to be safe place for youth 
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• Making sure they come to church. No [sic] the vision of the house. Find out do 
they like the church and if so what area of the ministry they wanna [sic] be part 
of. 

• They are involved minimally; I do not involve them as I should. 

Large Churches 

• Parents are key when they also attend church. 

• Parents play an important part because training begins at home. 

Mega Church 

• Open and honest dialog. We must hear what is going on in the lives of our 
children. 

7. What youth ministry engagement/recruitment “secret do you use? 

Small Churches 


• Love and an open ear. Feel. Felt, Found. Personal [sic] available 

• To orchestrate a fun night where we invite friends and/or family members. 

Midsize Churches 


• Leading by example. Speaking their language (maintaining integrity/morals). 

• I need some work in this area. 

• Video games. Upfront speak [sic] to youth 

• The youth are (???) recruiters too. 

• Food, activities. 

Large Churches 

• Money-food. 

• I use nothing but God. I just be myself, and let God use me, however he chooses 
to use me. 

• Facebook. 

Mega Church 

• Open and honest dialogue. We must hear what is going on in the lives of our 
children. 
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8. What question that you think I should have asked but did not? Please formulate 
the question and answer it. 

Small Churches 

• How do we (???) to the homeless? 

Midsize Churches 

• What more can I do to invite, involve and encourage my youth (and nonchurch 
[sic] youth) to come to church? 

Large Churches 

• What types of programs work in your church? 

Stipend workshops/discussion groups on current topics, i.e. gangs, drugs, sex... 

Mega Church 

• No response 

9. Comments, Thoughts Feelings 

Small Churches 

• Thanks for your interest and access 
Midsize Churches 


• I have been in youth ministry for awhile [sic], but still have much to learn. I 
would appreciate support, insight and ideas to create a meaningful Christ-centered 
youth ministry. 

• We need to push education more and form a greater connection between home, 
school and church 

Large Churches 

• Very Good 

Mega Church 

• No response 
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I began the youth pastors survey with a quote from the beginning of Rev. 

Quincy’s book and would like to end with a quote from near the end of his book that will 

prayerfully speak to readers and present/future youth pastors. 

When youth are learning something, like adults, they share it. If young 
people are able to “understand” the worship experience and believe their 
friends can, they will encourage them to come. They will share the “good 
news” with their friends. Age specific worship requires participation from 
young people. If children and youth are participating in worship they are 
challenged and learn from the experiences. The youth service is then 
tailored by students to fit their worship style, just as the adult services 
across this nation are tailored by adults to fit their worship styles. The 
ownership helps keep young people here [in the church] today, but it also 
encourages them to stay around for tomorrow. Long gone are the days that 
young adults return to their church simply because they grew up there. If 

31 

there is no ownership there is no return [italics added]. 


31 Quincy, May I Help You?, 132-133. 
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Congregation Member Youth Volunteer/Lay Survey 
(City wide) 


Bootsie had no idea that the church across the street from her home had ministries to 
speak to her needs. She was at a loss as to how to comfort her friend Ayo who loss two 
sons to street violence. One was killed in what was thought as a botched robbery. And the 
second son was killed due to gang related violence. It was The Turning Point Ministry for 
Mothers that Bootsie prayed to find. She immediately grasped the significance of it and 
knew deep in her spirit that she had to involve her depressed friend before she sacrifices 
all of her sacrifices. These ministries at Divine revelation are headed mostly by lay 
people. It stands to reason that no matter how gifted and charismatic the pastor of a 
church may be it does not matter if the congregation does not buy into the program. 

Jesus had to get the disciples to buy into the program concerning the Kingdom of Heaven 
and cdl that it encompassed. It was congregational members that started new ministries 
at Divine Revelation like Spoken Word group aptly named ‘In The Beginning Was The 
Word. ’ It was the young adults that wrote a concept paper for a Spoken Word ministry. 
Pastor Boone was unaware of Spoken Word’s power over youth and young adults, with 
minor modifications, that included no cursing; taking up an offering to benefit outreach 
ministries and doing an altar by one of the teens or young adults in the ministry has 
flourished through a monthly slam (community performance). It has also been a great 
draw for members from the community-many have since joined church. The congregation 
has also benefitted from their own activism. They are not immune from the same dangers, 
ignorance and temptations that stalk the streets. Congregants have made family and 
friend referrals. One popular ministry is The Lil Big House Ministry to youth in the 
facility. Members now scratch their heads and wonder how they were so blind to all of 
the needs and hurts around and in their church. It gives new meaning to Divine 
revelation. 


I conducted a Volunteerism Workshop at The Federation of Protestant Welfare 
Agencies (FPWA) for The Black Leadership Commission (BLCA) on AIDS 66 member 
affiliate churches. At the time, I served as Chair of BLCA’s New York Affiliate. Of the 
100+ people in attendance, 32 were qualified to take the Youth Volunteer/Lay Survey 
after responding to the question: Are you a volunteer lay worker with youth in your 
congregation? Nineteen (19) surveys were collected; this number includes one non- 
Christian church (counted in the survey). This gathering was convened on February 15, 
2011 . 
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Synopsis of Survey’s Pertinent Findings 


Small Churches (8) Midsize Churches (8) Large Churches (3) Non-Christian Church (1) 
A) Is there a dedicated youth budget? (Yes 2) (No 5) 


Category 

Yes 

No 

Don’t Know 

Small Churches 

2 

5 

1 

Midsize Churches 

2 

5 

1 

Large Church 

3 

— 

— 

Non-Christian 

Church 

1 

— 

— 


B) Do you have a youth pastor? 


Category 

Yes 

No 

Don’t Know 

Small Church 

6 

2 

— 

Midsize Church 

5 

2 

1 

Large Church 

3 

— 

— 

Non-Christian 

Church 

1 

— 

— 


C) Are leaders/lay volunteers trained to work with youth? 


Category 

Yes 

No 

Don’t Know 

Small Churches 

3 

2 

3 

Midsize Churches 

6 

1 

1 

Large Churches 

2 

— 

1 

Non-Christian 

Church 

1 

— 

— 


1) What is your strongest youth program? 

Small Churches 


• Still in progress but it would be Drama/Dance/Open Mic 

• Youth enrichment program and sexuality education 

• Youth Ministry itself. The young studying the word, youth dance ministry, usher 
program 

• We have a film titled “Hidden” that tells the story of a high school student who 
takes an HIV/AIDS test because his girlfriend asked him to. 

• Intervention program at youth correctional facility 

• Youth Sunday 

• Teen Peer Educational Program 

• The Arts Dance/Mime 
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Midsized Churches 


• Youth Rally/Youth Retreats 

• Dance Ministry 

• The Family Life Education Center led by Dr.... 

• Sunday School 

• Daughters of Ruth/Sons of David 

• Choir/Usher Anniversaries 

• Sunday School/Jr. Choir 

• Non-response 

Large Churches 

• We have a Wednesday youth night Bible Study and youth night every other 
Friday night. 

• Book Club 

• Startup program and work with others to get the program done. 
Non-Christian Church 


• Eglie Iwa Kiniere Iwa Pele Society of Young Men and Women With Character 

2) What three things would you like to learn about youth culture? 

Small Churches 


• How to better understand how to reach and teach them; what their passions are 
and goals learn what they know and where they are at. Just to communicate with 
respect through differences. 

• Handly [sic] anger in youth. Handly youthful existence. Focus your commitment 
to a life of scripture. 

• How to maintain more strong communication. How to approach teens/youth who 
show being closed in mentally. Why are teens between the ages of 13-19 just 
plain wild and out of order? 

• I try to keep up with things that interest them without giving approval to negative 
behavior. 

• What makes them do what they do? How can we get them to develop self-esteem? 
Why gangs? 

• Behavior. Talk. Dress codes/style. 

• Current trends. Current needs Appeals 

• Language—slang. Youth & social networking. Sexuality/Identity & how to 
address from the scripture 


92 




Midsize Churches 


• Time, Relationships, Trust 

• Education, Youth In Church, Youth at Home 

• Better strategies for dealing with incarcerated youth. The effects [sic] of single 
parent household on youth success. 

• Their education abilities. Why do they seek out gangs? What are their goals for 
the future? 

• Behavior. What they listen to (music) & relationships 

• No response 

• To get the youth on the same page. To learn to listen to each other. How to 
organize meetings 

• No response 

Large Churches 

• Behavior. Relationships 

• What are their main struggles? How can the church be of greater service to them? 
In what ways can church help children and fa mi lies 

• No response 

Non-Christian Church 


• How do we get the correct info to them? How do we develop faith-based 
mentorship? What they would like to gain out of rites of passage. 

3) Please offer a fun intergenerational idea/strategy that can bring elders, young 
adults and youth together. 

Small Churches 


• Family Nights—outdoor events 

• Let the old share their stories from the past and let the youth share theirs and find 
the common link and inspire each other to teach the new and the old example. 
Computer interest/bring Past Present Future 

• Family Sharing Forums: Families attending to share on Issues concerning youth. 
The forum to be attended with parents & youths. 

• Talk their talk and walk their walk, however inbetween [sic] the walk ask why 
this is so comfortable of a lifestyle 4 [sic] (youth). As they display some of that 
strong energy ask them why does this comfort you. Talk our talk as we walk their 
walk. Simply said © 

• Have young people teach older people how to use technology and have older 
people teach younger people how to create a budget. 

• Sporting events 

• Drama service with both groups. Worship service training 
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Different formats but in its approach be it fun/games 




Midsize Churches 


• Game Night Movie Night 

• Music & Dance Ministry 

• Begin with an event that caters to youth and allow them to plan it. Once their 
interest is, incorporate various sessions where youth can talk about their issues 
and gain wisdom from young adults and seniors who have had similar 
experiences. 

• Historical workshops together 

• Workshops on childhood to adulthood. Teach our children/stop beating our 
children with words... 

• A Family Night—education, fun and food 

• Open forum on disciplinary measures 

• Cooking class-History/sharing/writing. What we did then. What we do now 
(songs, dances, games) 

Large Churches 

• Inter-age panel discussion on various topics 

• The elder should not forget they were youth once and share the good and bad 
experiences. 

• No response 

Non-Christian Church 


• Elders brought in their baby pictures. Young people had to match baby picture. 
Discussion ensued growing up back in the day and growing up today. 

4) What three workshops do parents/guardians need to more effectively raise their 
children? 

Small Churches 


• Communications. Current teen trends. Temperament. 

• Open communication. Lead by example 

• How to motivate children to stay in school How to prepare children for the future. 
Time Management. 

• No response 

• No response 

• Parent/children interpersonal skills. 

• Values. Moral [sic]. Respect 

• Communications. Responsible and productive children. Respect through the 
generations. 
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Midsize Church 


• Gang related topics. Speaking openly about drugs. Discussing that it is ok to be 
different. 

• No response 

• How to stay open when listening to your child (Communication). Morals and 
values. Leadership 

• Understanding the youth of today 

• Parenting assessment. Being the best father though you may not be a husband. 

• Overcoming the single parent complex 

• Education. Religion. Family Home 

• Sex Education. Patience. Behavior 

• Understanding pressures on children. Needs of children (discipline, love. 
Education, nutrition) 

Large Churches 

• Sex education. Communication. Consequences 

• Stress Management, Navigating the school system. Better communication 
skills 

• Understanding about abuse their children are exposed to. Each one some with 
a gift and how to use them to reach their children and other parent [sic]. 

Non-Christian Church 


• Parenting Skills. Communications. Money Management 

5) List three influencers of today’s youth in rank order. 

Small Churches 


• 1) Sex. 2) Social Networks 3) Peer Pressure 

• 1) Video games 2) Media 3) Peers 

• 1) Music 2) Style of dress 3) Hippest preacher singer group [sic] 

• 1) Friends. TV. Video/electronic devices 

• No response 

• No response 

• 1) Peer group 2) Computer age 

• 1) The ones that complete school (have to give it more thought) 
Midsize Churches 

• 1) TV especially cable 2) Music 3) Peer pressure 

• 1) Peers 2) Parents 3) Church 

• No response 

• 1) Peer pressure 2) Music 3) Sex 
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• 1) Hip Hop 2) Gangs 3) Money 

• 1) Music 2) Peers 3) Materialistic gains 

• 1) Peer pressure 2) Entertainment/TV/Music/People 

• 1) Alcohol 2) Peer pressure 3) Drugs 

Large Churches 

• 1) Media 2) Music 3) Other youth 

• 1) Peers 2) Music 3) Television (mass media, etc. 

• 1) Behavior 2) relationships 

• 1) Music 2) Cellphone 3) Internet 

Non-Christian Church 


• 1) Rap 2) Music 3) Gangs 

6) What one thing do you feel your congregation can do to more effectively meet 
the needs of today’s youth? 

Small Churches 


• To continue to do the great work already in place. 

• Create a stronger youth ministry. 

• No response 

• Listen & following. Enclusion [sic] of youth into events. 

• Encourage involvement in planning activities. 

• No response 

• No response 

• Summer camp an (???) that nice help 
Midsize Churches 


• Listen 

• Listen and allow more youth participation. 

• Linding more social networks for our youth. Giving more encouragement. 
Mentoring young men. Personal Hygiene. 

• No response 

• Participate [parents?] with their children 

• No response 

• Reaching out even more to the youth in the community than we have already. 
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Large Churches 


• The church needs to have more patience with “unchurched [sic]” youth that are 
entering the church today. 

• Our church meets the needs of youth pretty well. We do not hinder their ideas or 
spirits. 

• Keep the ministry work youth focus. 

Non-Christian Church 


• Speak to the youth on a more regular basis with topics that are youth centered. 

Comments, Reflections Ideas (Only one respondent from small church commented) 

• Get your Dr.’s degree and pull others up with you. 
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Town Hall Faith Based Youth Forum 
(Southeast Queens) 


On January 17, 2011 sixteen (16) people met at the request of a local New York 
City Councilman. I was asked to facilitate the group (random faith based sample). I chose 
the topic, “Equipping the Church to Meet the Needs of Today’s Youth.” The audience 
was a combination of Pastors—ministers, evangelists, lay leaders, one director of a faith- 
led community based nonprofit and several teens. The group also was denominationally 
mixed—Roman Catholic, Lutheran, A.M.E., Congregational, Pentecostal and 
Independent churches were in attendance. There was one visitor from Jamaica West 
Indies who was visiting (will flag responses with **). Since this was a Town Hall Forum 
on a specific topic the survey instrument was not the same as the ones previously used for 
other groups. 

1. What would you say is your strongest youth program? 

Small Churches (7) 

• None—Sunday school 

• Youth Fellowship 

• (not any right now) 

• G.I.F.T. Growing In faith Together Program (Teen/Female) 

• Mentoring and laturgical [sic] dance classes including mime. Also creative and 
performing arts. 

• Youth Sunday every third Sunday 

• I have none—I am just starting out. 

Midsize Churches (6) 

• Dance Ministry 

• Youth Ministry sharing the word 

• Choir 

• The G.I.F.T. Program (Teen/Male)* 

• Litegical [sic] Dance, Praise Worship, Choir group. 

• Fellowship** 
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Mega Church (2 from same church) 


• Dance Ministry. Seed Planting 

• No response 

2. If there was one thing you would like to change in your youth program, what 
would it be? 

Small Churches 


• No response 

• To grab more youth and young adults to attend. 

• Grow youth attendance—membership is mostly elderly 

• To see the youth more involved with the community. 

• I would like to start one. 

• The number of members that are willing to spend more time doing service outside 
of meetings (Teen) 

• To include more intergenerational programs. 

Midsize Churches 


• More direct input by youth and less “direction” from adults 

• Getting more young men involved, developing mentors 

• The amount of youth. Meaning we need more. 

• No response 

• Respect for authority outside of the program (me)** 

• Focused and committed leadership 

Mega Church 

• Lack of History (racial) 

• The language and attitude when one joins the army one must learn the ropes of 
that organization. 

3) If money was no object, what type of youth program for your church would you 
build? ‘ 

Small Churches 


• Leadership—safe space, music, education 

• Sports teams, computer lab to monitor basketball and football to exert male 
energies to come out. 

• Cultural and worship participation 

• One that teaches art—music, afterschool 

• After school education and recreation program. 


99 



• The type of program that goes beyond helping only our community. Maybe 
traveling to another state would become a more likely possibility (Teen) 

• To build a community center and include a 24hr. hotline. Also to build a residents 
[sic] for people returning into the community and the homeless. 

Midsize Church 


• Youth mentoring Youth Program 

• Youth music center. Youth do not know how to play instruments. 

• A youth program that will get young people off the streets and doing something 
immaculate with there [sic] life. 

• Leadership and Self-esteem 

• NY sports based fellowship where faith is lived outside of the church 

• (Visitor from Jamaica sketched his vision. It was so comprehensive it will appear 
in another chapter with proper citation). ** 

Mega Church 

• Travel and cultural exchange 

• Educational Youth Center 

4) What three things would you like to learn about today’s youth culture? 

Small Churches 


• Gangs, to be familier [sic] with what they are doing. 

• Mindset, antiviolence thoughts. How they feel about their future and how to get 
there. 

• No response 

• How to encourage young people to be respectful. What would motivate some to 
aim for excellence? What would interest them to move to God? 

• How to communicate with them better. Learn why they do what they do. 

• No response (Teen) 

• How they think. Why the young men like to wear their pants under their rear end. 
Why the young men are comfortable using profanity and foul language. 

Midsize Churches 


• Language, Music. Views of what they desire their world to be like.** 

• Vernacular. Music Hurts 

• Everyday challenges and difficulties. Who do you go to, trust and why. What their 
feelings are about adults in general. 

• Building Hope, faith. Become family oriented. Becoming leaders. Why are they 
so disrespectful and angry? 
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• Their mindset. What they believe life is all about. What are their hopes and 
dreams and how they would go about to achieve them. (Teen) 

• How to recognize gangs. 

Mega Church 

• Why is it so loose? Who is profiting from it? Who controls the music? 

• Their concept of relationship. Their perspective on world issues. What they 
need/want from adults 

5) Thoughts/Comments 

Small Churches 


• Thank you for being you! 

• No response 

• Thank you so much for all your information you given and will continue to give 
by educating yourself to educate us. With a high school senior about to graduate 
from a program that includes less than 1% of our young male blacks, it was surely 
a battle; being a single parent but I sacrificed my life to guide and direct my son. 
Which he surely does not understand why I’ve done this and looks at me as 
something is wrong with me cause I’ve stayed a single parent (by choice). I 
moved closer to his education facility in another state while keeping a safe haven 
for him, cousins and friends to come home to his birth state, NYC. God bless you 
it is great to know our young adults have support. 

• No Response (Teen) 

• Would help establishing youth program for the youth in my church and 
community. At one time when my kids were young we did have more youth 
coming to church. We only have a few down. 

• This workshop was very inspiring. I facilitate workshops for survivors of D/V and 
find that I have to stress parenting skills to most of them. Some of the ladies do 
not respect themselves or their children. Your experiences have given me that I 
can use when I speak to adults as well as young people. 

Midsize Churches 


• Thanks for your creativity and keep the session interesting and providing food for 
deep thought and reflection.** 

• No response (left name and church address) 

• No response 

• No response (Teen) 

• Very informative and thought provoking presentation. Will definitely share with 
my church family. 

• Some youth dress for church like they are going to a Club. We are loosing [sic] 
the reverence and respect for our place of worship. 
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Mega Church 


• Checklist/outline what a youth program should have in place. 

• Is just extending love without saying the name Jesus enough? Who’s the 
authority? 
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CHAPTER NINE 

YOUTH TO YOUTH STORIES FROM THE BIBLE 


Flava was completely blown away by the crazy story that his great uncle Suffy told to the 
family. He noticed that while everyone was laughing they were cdso listening and 
learning. The moral of the story stated colloquially by Suffy was, “Knowin ’ stuff can keep 
yafrom bein ’ broke!” This was another way for saying what most adults say: Getting a 
good education is important. This was Flava’s first time hearing stories that made him 
laugh and think at the same time. The reader may say that the story was absolutely 
preposterous and they would be right. But closer scrutiny reveals the system of plantation 
life was revealed, the issue of self-esteem was shown and the uncanny nature of slaves 
who circumvented the system was depicted—all while laughing. These were the 
embedded lesson in Suffy’s story. Likewise, Jesus used parables that had embedded truth 
through the use of common experiences that the hearers could relate to and learn from. If 
you want to be a truth liberator it is important for young people you work with to 
understand the parables in the original text (exegesis) but it is equcdlv important for 
young people to know and feel comfortable placing themselves in the text (eisegesis). The 
African oml tradition is cdive and well in Spoken Word artist and Gospel hip hop rappers 
having young people first learn the meaning of a parable then “allow” them to use the 
message translated so that their peers can understand is exciting. It cdso implies that 
young people have the right to be theologians as it relates to interpreting meaning. 

A good example of an asset based approach to working with young people in a 
faith setting is demonstrated in an assignment I gave to a random group of 15 young 
people in my church Sunday school. The young people ranged in age from 12-15. They 
all were given a “crash” course in the purpose of The Parables. After answering 
questions, the assignment was given. The young writers were told: “Select one of the 
parables presented and write a modem day story that could help young people in and out 
of the church.” 

This assignment to youth draws on my youth development experience and desire 
to be a truth liberator and “free” the truth inside of a young person rather than impart my 
truth as I understand and “pound” it in externally. An egregious assumption that many 
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youth workers make is that young people do not have pertinent information already 

deposited inside of them so they do not search for it. This assignment makes the 

assumption the truth does not have to be deposited but must be revealed (revelation). 

Teens are theologians. They reflect on things of life and wonder where 
god is, what God thinks, what their response should be. While this 
reflection may or may not be filtered through a biblical paradigm or 
through a formal theological process, they are, nonetheless, engaging with 
the question of ultimate meaning. 

I took a Storytelling class at New York theological Seminary and one of the 
assigned books was Megan McKenna’s Parables: The Arrows of God. For 
demonstration/teaching purposes, the three areas came together for this assignment to 
young people. Megan McKenna is a master storyteller and storytelling is part of the oral 
tradition of Africans carried by the griots—the elders that carry the story and tradition 
honoring the oral tradition. This passage from McKenna’s book spoke to me about the 
efficacy of using parables as a teaching tool and conveyor of knowledge from youth to 
youth. 


We need to keep the reality reflected in the parables before us. And we 
don’t have to get too psychological, spiritual, personal—or even 
theological—to understand the reality of these stories. We do need open 
ears and open minds and open hearts. For the parables don’t simply 
recount a clever tale.. .They grab our hearts our hearts and minds and twist 
them in a new position, a fresh awareness. And ultimately, of course, the 
insights and enlightenment they provide encourage us—drive us!—to 
change our way of being human.. , 33 


32 Fernando Arzola Jr., Toward A Prophetic Youth Ministry (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP 
Academic, 2008), 101. 


33 Megan McKenna, Parables The Arrows of God (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1994), 2. 
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The Parable Of The Ten Models: T. Charter 15 year-old female 


Excitement lingered in the room like humidity. All eyes but one pair were twinkling just 
as the stars in the sky. Just as what fate was trying to stop. “You must always be ready, 
because you don’t know what the future holds.” This quote echoed through the minds of 
the 15 diverse models standing before the French modeling coach. The coach being 
slightly thicker than a regular model and now retired knew the business well and knew 
her words were going to be absolutely relevant to the talented girls before her, even if 
they didn’t know it yet. 

“Now, as you go outside, there will be cars waiting for you with your new managers in 
them. Since you don’t know what the future holds, go prepared and be in those cars in 
five minutes or you will be left behind. You may also help yourselves to the brightly 
colored cosmetics I have here,” said the coach. She turned and did that particular strut 
that she was famous for. The strut that she fought fate for, during the hardest times of her 
life, she fought with her Bible and prayer. 

As the door closed the excited girls sprinted to their rooms to get ready, and others went 
straight to the table with cosmetics to be out in five minutes. The clatter of purses, heels, 
cosmetics, brushes, and other things filled the rooms. Just as suddenly as the ladies came 
into their rooms, they began to trickle out. As the stopwatch in the coach’s hand hit five- 
minute mark, five girls were still left in the building. She went to them to break the news 
to them. 

The ten models that were on time were all told the same speech, as instructed to the 
managers by the coach. “You will be going on a trip today. You will be taking a plane 
from here in Britain to New Zealand to meet a budding new designer and do a runway 
show and photo shoot. Are you ready?” 

The rush then began. The models were prepped with information about the designer they 
would meet. All the rest was a blur. All ten were put onto a plane, and rushed out to New 
Zealand. After the plane ride, the models were rushed to the designer’s showroom. Many 
looked at her work, others at the photos that surrounded them. Hours passed and the 
models began to get tired, then they all fell asleep. They were awaken with a banging at 
the door. It was a man’s voice with a strong Southern accent, “Hey, ya’ll ladies in there; 
the designer will be here in 15 minutes. And by the way, she wants ya’ll to have exotic 
eye makeup.. .like a peacock or something! Be ready!” The models rushed to get ready. 
Many began to ask for tissues to remove smudged make-up, concealer, and for the colors 
they needed to make their eyes look exotic. Whoever they asked refused to give it to 
them and said this “You should have came prepared and besides, there isn’t enough here 
for both you and I!” At that time, five of the models rushed to the closest drug store to 
get what they needed. 

While they were gone the designer came and used the models that were there in the joint 
campaign she had with the Louis Vuitton line in Wellington, the capital of New Zealand. 
When the five unprepared models returned, their bags at the door and the showroom 
locked and dark greeted them. A note at the door explained the rare opportunity they had 
missed. Their coach’s voice rang through their mind, “You must always be ready, 
because you don’t know what the future holds.” 
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The Parable of the Talents: based on Matt 25: 14-30: 

M. Shalla: 12 year-old female 

There was once a girl named Maya and she was the most gifted person in her class. 
Everyone believed she was a humble, giving and talented person. But was that what she 
really was? Maya hung around three girls who were her true friends: Shamika, Claire, 
and Simone. 

However, Maya wanted to hang out with the most popular girls, the girls that everyone 
knew. Maya would do anything to impress these girls. She decided to use her talent to 
impress them. 

The next week, Maya asked her school Principal for permission to create a mural in the 
school hallway to represent the school spirit. The Principal knew that Maya had the 
talent to do a great job. Maya had demonstrated her capabilities before. 

In the next three weeks Maya had finished her mural. However, everyone was shocked, 
and the Principal was very disappointed. Only the Cheerleaders were happy. The mural 
clearly stated that “Cheerleaders Rule, Everyone Else is a Fool.” The Principal 
immediately spoke with Maya and stated that the wording was unacceptable. The 
creative artwork was beautiful; however Maya would have to change the wording to 
reflect the true school spirit of love and helping others. 

When Maya went home, she tried to get another idea, and couldn’t. Her creativity was 
blocked. From that point she felt that God had taken away her talent. This story relates 
to the Parable of the Talents ... we should always use our talents in a godly way ... 
loving and helping others. 


My Parable: 

E. Maynara 12 year-old male 

In the town of Judgment, Jesus was walking through with his Disciples. A poor man 
came up to one of the Disciples and asked for money. The Disciple first pushed him 
away and then said no. Jesus then said here, take these coins and buy yourself food. The 
Disciple realized that he was wrong. 

Jesus and the Disciples left the town and stopped outside the town. Jesus then began to 
tell them a story of how town workers found a hole outside the town. The people of the 
town began to throw all of their garbage into the hole. A year later everything that was 
thrown into the hole began to fall from the sky. The people of the town were stunned. 

Jesus told the Disciples that everything you do will always have repercussions. Whether 
they are good or bad depends on why you do what you do. Your actions will determine 
whether you go to heaven or you go to hell ... it all up to you. 
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Parable: Based on the Parable of the Prodigal Son, Luke 15: 11-31: 

N. S. Smith 12 year-old female 

One day a boy asked his father for all of his inheritance money. His father said that he 
could have it. Shortly after, his father died on a summer day. The boy immediately went 
out and did a lot of stupid things. 

He first went out and partied. He went to a bar and got drunk. He spent money on 
hotels, clothes and unnecessary stuff. In no time he spent half of the money. 

In two weeks he was broke. He tried to get a job, but no one would hire him. He didn’t 
have a high school diploma. He should have used the money for college. He was wrong 
for wasting the money and his future. 

The Parable of the Lost Book, based on the Parable of the Lost Coin, Luke 15:8-10 

T. Carr 12 year-old male 

One time there was a lady who really loved to read. She would read during her ride on 
the train to work and on her lunch break at work. This lady really was happiest reading. 
One day she was reading and stopped to take a shower. When she returned she couldn’t 
find her book. 

The lady searched everywhere for her book. She began to trace her steps. Where had she 
placed the book? She looked in the stack of books on the table. She looked under the 
bed. She looked and looked. She remembered to look under the towel. She founded her 
book. The lady started to shout and jump for joy. She thanked God for helping her to 
find her favorite book ... her Bible. 

The Parable of Friends based on the Prodigal Son (Daughter), Luke 15: 11-31 

K. Washington 12 year-old female 

Today, in the Twenty-First century and year of 2011, the Parable of the Lost Son 
(Daughter) means taking advantage of your money and sharing with people. This Parable 
takes place at a School Book Fair. 

You and a couple of students go to the School’s Book Fair. You start looking around at 
the books. All of a sudden you happen to reach in your pocket and have at least $80.00. 
Some of the students in your class see the money that you have pulled out of your pocket. 

Some of the students start asking if you can buy them some books, posters, pencils and 
fancy stickers. You agree to buy some of the things for these students, also things that 
you can share with your parents and siblings. 

The next day you return to the Book Fair with the same students. This time you don’t 
have any money and these same students will not talk to you. These are people that you 
thought were your friends. They all left and didn’t talk with you. These people are fake, 
they aren’t loyal or truthful. They are people who pretend to be your friend until they get 
what they want. 
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The theme of this parable is to use your money wisely and be careful who you spend it 
on. After a while you will be broke and won’t have any to support yourself and your 
family. 


In the Chapter Dreams of Young Folk assignment given several months in advance at 
Nimrod Academy allowed students the opportunity to express their innermost feelings 
and heart ’s desire. Likewise the parable assignment given to young people allows a 
safe space for young people to express themselves. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

FAITH WORK WITH INCARCERATED YOUTH 


Life and Purpose Conference 

Many of Flava ’s friends and fathers are locked up that is why the specter of 
incarceration is a consistent dynamic throughout the book. In the Chapter A Funny Kind 
of Love, there is a description of a juvenile detention facility referred to as The Lil Big 
House across the street from Divine Revelation International Church. This mention is 
important because while it was not stated, it can be assumed, that if Divine Revelation’s 
doors were rarely open before the new pastor came on board, there is a high probability 
that there was no interaction between Divine Revelation and young people in the juvenile 
lockup. In fact, when Flava reflects on the facility located so near his home, he wonders 
what his friends who are doing time from days, waiting on their court case to be 
adjudicated, or years—waiting to turn 18 and be shipped to adult prison (Big House). 
Flava wonders what are his friends thinking about and doing as they hear the sounds of 
the community all around them but no longer can take part. In the same chapter it is 
stated that the elected officials were proud of the facility when it opened because it would 
save mothers time and money by shortening the distance to travel between the 
neighborhood where youth are arrested and where they are ultimately sentenced. Snook 
mentioned in his Father Behind Bars presentation that he has seen three generations of 
men (grandfather, son and grandchild) behind bars. Flava is a child of an incarcerated 
parent. His needs in this area is not met because there has not been a forum for him to 
open up—even with so many youth his age going through similar circumstance. In fact, in 
the United States, over 7 million young people have an incarcerated parent, on probation 
or parole. These children are in churches—existing far below the radar screen to avoid 
congregational judgment, scrutiny and embarrassment. If the pressure to be without spot 
or blemish is pronounced on adults how much more pronounced is this stricture on young 
people? 

Over the last two years three events came together in a “perfect storm” to give 
birth to the first “spiritual” youth conference delivered inside a juvenile detention facility 
on July 26, 2011.1 was asked by then NYC Administration for Children Services (ACS) 
to accompany him on visits to secure and non-secure juvenile facilities in New York 
City. On a separate trip the year before, I was able to visit a secure facility in Washington 
D.C. that adapted an asset approach rather than the deficit driven model which was the 
norm. The second event was partnering with the Rev. Dr. Alfred Correa, New York State 
Office of Children and Family Services Director of Youth Chaplain Services and founder 
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of a youth chaplaincy certification program. The third piece was working with NYC 
Department of Juvenile Justice (DJJ) Commissioner Neil Hernandez. Commissioner 
Hernandez gave me access to his facilities and to staff. 

On July 26, 2011, after numerous face-to-face preplanning and actual planning 
meetings, emails, and phone calls, the Life and Purpose Youth Conference took place. 
Here are the major findings, lessons learned and prospect for the future. The young 
people were surveyed by the staff (an outside instrument was not allowedO. I did not 
think that the survey as constructed (it had been used in the past) was going to give the 
information was needed. In producing the survey a suggested question is presented for 
the purpose of this paper and for those who may wish to survey youth in detention. This 
in no way is a critique of the efforts of the planning committee but more of an after the 
fact finding. Here is the survey that was used: 

Analysis of Life and Purpose Survey 

Sample size 41 

1) What would you be interested in learning at a faith based youth conference? 

Leadership (2)... Don’t know (5)... Jesus/God (3)... Yes(3)... No(3)... Maybe 
(2)... Different religions (2)... Life (2)... The Bible (2)... Job... 

How did religion start... Wisdom... Culture similarities... Learning... 

Feel closer to God... Learning how to become a better person... Not really... Is Jesus 
black or white... Life lessons.. .Learning different ways to keep the faith... About 
God and his purpose and my purpose... Unity... Confession... 

No response (2)... 

2) What means the most to you — or you need the most in your present 
circumstances? 

Love (25) Structure (11) Mercy(5) Forgiveness (19) Peace (21) 

(Responses do not add up to sample size because young people may have 
selected some or all choices) 

3) Which one of the following statements describes your faith in a higher power? 

Because of multiple responses no statistical correlation can be made. Most young 
people chose I believe but unable to describe my faith, followed by I can clearly 
describe my faith. There were several I don’t believe and I have no interest in religion 
or faith based programs and one (1) I don’t believe. 
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4) Do you believe you have a purpose in this life? 

a. Yes (41) b. No (0) 

5) If yes who/what helped you find your purpose? 

Family (27) Friends (14) Religion/Faith (7) Other I learned from strangers... No, 
but I think I could make the change. 

(Again multiple responses to same question reason for going over sample size). 

Thoughts from A Resident 

This is an essay written by one of the youth ambassadors that escorted facilitators 

from classroom to classroom. He was 17 years old. I later found out that he was in the 

facility for the longest time of all other residents suggesting he had serious charges, but 

even more surprising, this young man conducts Bible study inside the facility. He has a 

presence and a following that attracts youth as well as staff. Here is his unedited essay 

that was featured in the Life and Purpose conference guide: 

Most of the youth in this generation are smoking and drinking their teenage years 
away. Live the microwave life. The microwave life is doing and wanting 
everything at a fast pace. As a teenage boy myself, I testify that I myself used to 
life. Smoking and drinking gives you a very unique feeling that will maybe last 
for a couple of hours depending on what you are smoking or drinking. 

Smoking period leads you to cancer. Smoking weed leaves you with short-term 
memory loss, cancer, laziness.. .etc. Drinking damages your liver because you do 
things out of spite, hurt other people. Etc. A lot of the domestic violence we get is 
caused by alcohol. As a teenager, we should be going to school, having fun, doing 
a lot of activities to keep us in shape and enjoy our parents taking care of us 
without us even thinking about paying bills 

We as children of God, the community, and people of this world need to get it 
together and help one another. We all are children of God the Almighty and 
creator. So we as the children of God need to think what God will say when the 
judgment day comes. We also need to think about what God will say if we was to 
do__.? 

It’s not what your parent, family, or friends think. SO keep that in mind. I’m not 
going to say “TRY”. I’m going to say, “Let’s steal our youth back from the devil 
while we have the time. Live with grace of god because the next second is not 
promised. “Understand, I said the next second is not promised; not day, hour, or 
minute; next second. We have to pray on it. 
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In the book of Matthew (7:7), Jesus said, “Ask and it shall be given: seek and ye 
shall find: knock and it shall be open unto you”. Ask and don’t do as people do 
when they are unsure about something for an example. Giving something to 
somebody then taking it back; leave it in God’s hands and everything will be 
alright. 


Developing Meaningful Workshop Titles 

It was important to have workshop titles that would be of interest to young people 
and contain the spiritual nature of the conference. The initial titles were more suitable for 
an adult church retreat. They were religious in nature and did not convey youth “flava.” I 
recommended the following titles to replace religious titles that were first suggested by 
the planning team (I missed that meeting). I wanted to keep the integrity of thought 
behind the original titles but wanted the new titles to also reflect the needs of young 
people and resonate with them. The workshop titles that were used for the Life and 
Purpose Conference were: 

• Way of the Spirit Warrior - This title borrows from karate movies and stresses 
that there is a way that you move and think when you become a spirit warrior. It 
also can open a door to talk about concepts like spirit (the energy source you need 
to accomplish a task that you cannot do by yourself). 

• Loving Right and Doing Right - Children growing up in trying circumstances 
are often introduced to a damaged and damaging version of love. This bad 
imitation of love is played out in relationships and sadly becomes the expected 
norm to be hurt by love. Young people have to be reintroduced to a love that is 
patient, kind, does not envy, does not boast, not proud, not rude, not self-seeking, 
not easily angered and keeps no record of wrongs... Once they can love right the 
hope is that they will and can do right. 

• Hide-Go-Seek: Finding The Best You in You - Young people need to hear these 
words there is better you inside of you. This is not an empty promise. Inside of us 
all is the capacity to do or bad. Unfortunately troubled youth get mired in the bad 
and the good is largely ignored or becomes tainted by the bad. Adults must first 
believe there is good inside of a “bad” child and then help them search for it 
through reflection and nonjudgmental conversation. Using the game we all have 
played takes some of the spookiness out of the topic. We should NEVER scare 
young people we are trying to help. 
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• Who Is Your Best Friend and How Will You Know? - So many young people 
end up in ‘juvie’ because of friends. It should not be taken for granted that a child 
knows what to look for in a friend. Adults constantly berate young people about 
their choice in friends but rarely inquire if the young person knows how to choose 
a friend. One of the lessons I learned about friends that I pass on to young people 
is that your first friends were chosen by geography and not by you. Where you 
first lived determined your first set of friends—good, bad, or ugly. A shared 
process (not telling) to discover the attributes of a friend is important. The reality 
of what a friend is comes in sharp focus when this question is asked: How many 
of you had a friend to visit you since you were here? 

• The Inside Fix: Healing From the Inside Out - It is best to have someone that 
has youth development and some counseling/clinical skills tackle this workshop. 
Our children have been damaged and it is clear that the rebuilding will not happen 
all at once. It is also important to let young people know that they don’t have to 
stay in a damaged state forever. Laying on of hands has its place as well as 
speaking in tongues. I reference the remark about scaring young people by going 
to a place that is alien to them and expecting them to journey. No, there are other 
ways to help young people take an inward journey—especially when we 
recognize the child we are trying to assist is also made in the image of God, 

• Students of Life: Making Smart Choices - Teens need to hear that you can learn 
lessons from life and that these lessons can inform later life decisions. If one 
views life as a series of unrelated incidences or merely thinks bad things happen 
because of bad luck—or I got caught as opposed to I should not have made the 
decision to do wrong in the first place, a young person could think that he or she 
has no say in life. The concept of student of life helps young people know that life 
can teach you valuable lessons. This also makes it fun and not blaming. 
Hypothetical life situations can be met with real choices and solutions. 

• Life and Purpose: Discovering Your Destiny Road - One subject that is not 
talked about enough with young people locked up or free is destiny. Roughly 
defined destiny is a place you must travel to in order to get what is there for you. 
There is no real direction to tak, but go one must, cannot forsake... You can use 
this or your own definition. What is important is for young people to know they 
were not bom to stand or street corners, to die defending a street comer. Knowing 
that you have a purpose and that your life purpose is to find your purpose down 
destiny’s road. Young people need to hear that their purpose is not being locked 
up but be and stay free. This is punctuated by a discussion that no one seeks to 
waste his or her life. No one sits down and writes I cannot wait to be nobody, to 
get arrested and waste my life. It does not happen all at once. What happens is 
that poor people, places and things choices ends up taking one off of Destiny’s 
Road and down Nowhere Boulevard. The use of metaphors is key factor to this 
discussion. 
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Planning Process Comments 


1) There was an on-going tension within the planning group about the degree of 
spirituality vs. secular accommodation for the conference. There were thoughts to 
plan this like it was a church youth conference. The tension pushing back was to 
honor the fact that this was a government institution and not church and that we 
must be mindful of this fact. Even though the latter camp prevailed—there was 
always pushback that the conference was not “religious” enough. 

2) It was difficult negotiating the “contain and control” security mandate of any 
detention facility. Young people had to be accounted for at all times. Moving 
almost 100 young people through various parts of the facility presented planning 
demands that went beyond the planning committee’s scope and control. That is 
why it was important to have facility personnel at meetings which were at times 
difficult given their demands. On the day of the conference it became clear that 
the demand on staff and facilitators caused by moving around the facility was too 
much and was ended after the last morning session. It was replaced after lunch 
with all young people in one spot being addressed in one place by the facilitators. 
This worked out better and the impact was undeniable. 

3) One of the realities of working with young people in general is that they are on 
different educational/emotional/social levels. A presenter has to be aware of this 
dynamic. It is not possible nor is it productive to “weed” out young people that 
may be on the low end of the psychosocial functioning scale—they need 
encouragement and information too. With that said, it is not easy to have the type 
of “one-size fits all” discussion that perhaps was prepared in the abstract. Being 
flexible is the key and being aware of multi-faceted learning styles is imperative. 
Preaching to the young people and using words like “they are going to hell” 
(some of them probably think they are already in hell) is not the answer nor is 
any form of one-way communication helpful. Finding ways to be interactive and 
having participants take ownership of the setting is important. 

4) Everyone is not suited to minister under these specific circumstances and 
institutional reality. If the goal of outsiders is to bend the institution to the “will 
of God” and create or recreate church behind bars, that action will most probably 
meet with failure—if it gets by institution staff. There are ways to be spiritual by 
evidencing the fruit of the spirit, namely: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. 

5) Youth had to take ownership for the conference and this was done in several 
ways. The facility assigned four of the top youth (all young men—in retrospect 
young women should have been involved) to be what was called Ambassadors. 
These young men knew the facility, knew the residents and guards. They were 
also keenly aware that this volunteer activity could be useful in their open court 
case. While I mention court cases UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCE is it right to 
ask about a young person’s charges or status of their court case. As minors this is 
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confidential information. It is also not permissible to take pictures of young 
people. The second way young people were involved was that one of the artists in 
the facility designed the front and back of the day’s program 


6) The planning committee was made up of ACS/DJJ staff, several heads of church 
groups that visit the facility, the facility Chaplain (who was extremely helpful) 
and me. None of the team had the 40 years of youth development experience I 
had or the blank check from the Commissioner. My opinion counted. I tried not 
to be the 800 pound gorilla in the room, but also knew some things were non- 
negotiable. I had to be aware of this and not dampen the spirit of the planning 
team because of this unbalanced relationship. One of the ways I did this was 
being silent, absent at times and funny most of the time—until it was time to be 
serious. 

Failing schools equals successful prisons. It is imperative for the church to 
understand and seek to change the school to prison pipeline that has claimed a 
disproportionate number of men, women, boys and girls of color. It is not enough to have 
prison ministries—that is half the job. The neglected half is for leaders in the faith 
community to undertake a strategic and sustained effort to change conditions that opens 
prisons doors. Marian Wright Edelman, founder of the Children’s defense Fund makes 
this plea to leaders: 

Incarceration is becoming the new American slavery and poor children of 
color are the fodder. As leaders you must see, understand and sound the 
alarm about this threat to American unity and community, act to stop the 
growing criminalization of children at younger and younger ages, and 
tackle the unjust treatment of minority youth and adults in the juvenile and 
adult criminal justice systems with urgency and persistence... All leaders 
in all sectors must call for investment in all children from birth through 
their successful transition to adulthood, remembering Frederick 
Douglass’s correct observation that, “it is easier to build strong children 
than it is to repair broken men.” 34 


34 Marian Wright Edelman, The Sea is so Wide and My Boat Is So Small: Charting a Course for 
the Next Generation (New York: Hyperion, 2008), 81. 
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God Showed Up In The Lockup! 


With all of the talk about separation of church and state and the tension between 

being overly messianic etc... God decided to show up in the lockup. Here is the story that 

spoke to every heart in the room and demonstrated God’s Glory, Majesty Dominion and 

Power. Here is the witnessed testimony: 

One of the churches invited to participate in The Life and Purpose 
Conference wanted to start a ministry to youth in a juvenile facility. When 
the church received the invitation they were overjoyed and praised God 
for answering their prayer. When the representative of the church entered 
the day room of the facility he saw a man in a collar that he thought he 
recognized. After talking to the man, who happened to be the youth 
chaplain at the facility, he knew why this man was familiar. Thirty-five 
years ago the man came to the United States from Puerto Rico. He lived in 
The Bronx. He soon got in trouble and was facing a long sentence. His 
mother reached out to a local church and the pastor intervened. He hired 
the young boy so he could make legitimate money. He made sure that teen 
went to school and avoided negative peers and situations. Over time he 
was able to use his influence with the court and got a more favorable 
disposition. What we witnessed was a reunion between the troubled boy 
that grew up to be a man, who was called to work with young people in 
trouble with the law, reunited with the man that now works as a chaplain 
for young people in trouble with the law. When this story was shared with 
the young people, presenters and staff there was a shared feeling (Holy 
Spirit) that moved throughout that place. The two men, reunited after over 
35 years, were crying; most of the young people were crying—and ALL 
of the facilitators were crying. God made it through the metal detector, 
sliding locked double doors and around restrictive separation of church 
and state language and made Himself known to all on the other side of the 
wall. God truly showed up in the lockup! 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

WORKING WITH CHILDREN OF INCARCERATED PARENTS 


The Chapter Sins of The Father is pivotal. It is in this chapter that possibility of 
redemption is presented. Prisoners like Snook are feared and reviled. While many 
churches have prison ministries most are geared to impact men behind prison walls but 
very few have programs—or interaction for that matter—for prisoners once they return 
to society. Rev. Ccdeb Boone has the vision to start a program that helps locked up 
fathers become freed up to be better parents. How ironic. While the book didn 7 deal with 
Snook leaving prison, it can be inferred that he will have a hard time re-entering the 
community and back into the life of his family. While the parent (in this case the father) is 
locked up their children have to learn how to function without them or around them. 

When Snook held out his arms to hug Flava, Bootsie had to nudge her son into his 
father’s arms. When Snook said he was sorry for being an absent dad in the ear of his 
son he was filled with emotion. It was quite the opposite experience for Flava. He barely 
moved. Years of having a father imprisoned in his head (a line that was said by a young 
man whose dad was doing time) affected his virtually non-existent relationship. Most of 
Flava’s friends either have a contentious relationship or no relationship with their 
fathers. It is probably one reason why young people (even females) refer to each other as 
“son ”. It is important to note how many times the theme of absent fathers came up. It is a 
reminder of the tremendous collateral damage that this reality has on children, families 
and the community. 

I moderated a conference at New York Law School on November 15, 2010 titled, 
“A Call to Action: Safeguarding New York’s Children of Incarcerated Parents.” The 
following heads of state and local agency were in attendance: Brian S. Fisher, 
Commissioner, New York State Department of Correctional Services; Gladys Carrion, 
Commissioner, New York State Office of Children and Family Services; Vincent 
Schiraldi, Commissioner, New York City Department of Probation; Jeanne Mullgrav, 
Commissioner, New York City Department of Youth and Community Development; and 
keynote speaker, John Mattingly, Commissioner, New York City Administration of 
Children Services. 
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The panel featured five young people bearing witness to what it feels like to have 

a parent or in some cases parents that are locked up. Here are some illustrative quotes 

capturing the youth panelist’s reality that reverberated in the hearts and minds of 

advocates, government officials, funders and faith leaders in the audience. 

Over the years I was placed in foster care, I learned many things—things 
at the age that I was—that I shouldn’t know. I didn’t really know who my 
father was. I now have a better outlook on how my father was because he 
was not raised by a parent. His parents died at an early age and he was let 
out on the street on his own to survive. The only thing he actually knew 
how to do with his life is to sell drugs and to be a gang member that he 
was at an early age. My dad grew up being the person that I despised and I 
really did not like and was embarrassed of how he acted. He really wasn’t 
raised the way most children should be raised and he wasn’t taught proper 
manners. 


R. Rodriquez, 14 year male old high school freshman. 

I don’t want a family with a lot of children to have to sit and scrape 
money, from like a change box, to get gas to go all the way - a hundred 
miles - just to see a parent... I don’t know but we were like in Georgia so 
we had to travel like a thousand miles to get to see my mom, and we really 
didn’t have the money, so we only saw her l ik e every two years or so. 

K. Johnson 16 year old female high school student 

My father was a GED teacher in the prison which he was housed in for 
about four years, and my father maxed out of prison. He took all of the 
steps and was never released until his 17 years was up - 17 years that I 
faced. He went to prison at the age of 17 but there was never any 
realization of anyone’s background or what they are doing... they are 
people regardless if you are an inmate. I believe that we should be paying 
more attention these people as people - more than as to what they are to 
the state. I just want to leave you guys with this. There’s this common 
misconception about us as children of incarcerated parents. We are our 
parent’s child; we are not our parent’s mistakes. 

S. Thompson 21 year old male 

Prisoners aren’t lone individuals operating without social ties or 
consequences. They’re members of families, they have family roles, 
they’re tied to our communities and have obligations. Incarceration 
involves not only the person who’s sentenced, but everyone whose lives 
they affect and so therefore it is our job to do what we can to maintain 
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familial and community bonds throughout the incarceration period, and to 
decrease social and institutional stigma that is not confined to the 
incarceration period. 


M Lavan, youth panel moderator 


Most churches do not keep track of the number of incarcerated family members in 
the congregation so it is nearly impossible to tell how many children with incarcerated 
parents are members. It would not be a stretch to say that it is highly probable that a child 
with an incarcerated parent is in the church given the staggering number of people of 
color entangled in what is called the prison industrial complex. The prison industrial 
complex defined: 

More than a decade ago Eric Schlosser coined the term “prison industrial 
complex” to describe the burgeoning system of policing, adjudicating and 
incarcerating Americans, which he likened to the military-industrial 
complex that President Dwight D. Eisenhower warned about as he was 

o c 

leaving office. 

Here are sobering facts that give scope and dimension to the terrible toll exacted 

by the over incarceration of black men and boys: 

As of 2001, almost 17 percent of all black men, nearly two million in total 
had some prison experience. Now one in three endures some form of 
supervision in the justice system; as projected for 2020 it will be two out 
of every three males. 36 

This number is staggering and in its wake are increasing numbers of single, 
female-headed households that disproportionally redistribute themselves in congregations 
across America. Dr. Jawanza Kunjufu asks: “Where are the black men?” His research 
presents the following: 


35 Wilson Goode Sr., Charles E. Lewis, and Harold Dean Trulear, Ministry with Prisoners & 
Families (Valley Forge, Pennsylvania: Judson Press 2011), 31. 

36 Jawanza Kunjufu, “Where Are The Black Men,” The Jacksonville Free Press (January 16, 

2002): 3 
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In certain cities, one in four of all black males languishes in prison, on 
probation, or is on parole. Compared to over a decade ago, one of every 
ten black males was reported as having had experience with the criminal 
justice system. Need Citation 

The church cannot see itself separate and apart from the business of prisons in 

America that has over 2.4 million people under lock and key. This figure exceeds the 

1850 Census that counted 1.4 million slaves in America. According to a study done by 

Eddie Ellis, then an inmate in Sing-Sing and one of the early graduates of NYTS 

Master’s program started by the late Dr. William Webber, seven New York City 

communities send 80 percent of prisoners to jails and upstate prisons. The social, 

economic, political and spiritual loss is unfathomable as it relates to the negative impact 

on families, communities and churches. Here’s what every church leader and heads of 

ministries to children and their families should know. 

One in five U.S. families has been touched by the criminal justice system. 

Fifty five percent of male prisoners are fathers of children under the age of 
eighteen. Approximately 75 percent of incarcerated women are mothers, 
and two-thirds have children under the age of eighteen. Prior to prison, 
many incarcerated parents were caring and in the lives of their children. 

Family members may be the best resource for an incarcerated individual 
during and after release. About 8 million children are estimated to have 
experienced the incarceration of a parent. 

What this means is that fathers and mothers, sons and daughters are doing time— 
time that takes away from their ability to spend with their children. When I visit prisons, I 
have said to parents behind bars, “I and others like me are raising your children while you 
are locked up. While we do our best - we are not the parents.” The church is also 
included in the cast of characters raising children with incarcerated parents, and as 
mentioned, may not be aware. 


17 Kunjufu, “Where Are the Black Men”, 3. 
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I am a Board member of The Osborne Association located in New York. Osborne 


offers opportunities for individuals who have been in conflict with the law to transform 
their lives through innovative, effective, and replicable programs that serve the 
community by reducing crime and its human and economic costs. Osborne offers 
opportunities for reform and rehabilitation through public education, advocacy, and 
alternatives to incarceration that respect the dignity of people. 

Osborne is a member of the San Francisco Children of Incarcerated Parents 
Partnership and has circulated The Bill of Rights for Children is taken from the San 
Francisco Children of Incarcerated Parents website. Here is a suggested “bill of rights” 
that several states have adopted (not New York State) and factoids (people need 
knowledge) that can help individuals and institutions to more effectively advocate and 
minister to children with parents that are locked up. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

BILL OF RIGHTS FOR CHILDREN OF INCARCERATED PARENTS 


Since the Bill of Rights was first published in 2003, it has been widely distributed 
and used in venues around the country to educate the public, provoke discussion, and 
train service providers. In 2005, SFCIPP launched the Rights to Realities Initiative, with 
the long-term goal of ensuring that every child in San Francisco whose parent is arrested 
and/or incarcerated is guaranteed the rights that follow. Our current work plan involves 
assessing the current status of each right in San Francisco, and the availability of model 
practices from around the nation; identifying which agencies might contribute to 
addressing each right; and working with those agencies to develop responsive policies 
and practices. Our overarching aim is to ensure that every decision about criminal justice 
policy and practice takes into account the needs and hopes of children. 


1. I have the right to be safe an informed at the time of my parent’s arrest. 

Many children are introduced to the criminal justice system when their parent is arrested 
and they see her taken away in handcuffs. Most police departments do not have protocols 
for addressing the needs of children when a parent is arrested. The resulting experience 
can be terrifying and confusing for the children left behind. Some wind up in the back of 
a police car themselves, on the way to the first in a series of temporary placements. 
Others are left behind in, or return home to, empty apartments. Arrested parents often 
prefer not to involve public agencies in the lives of their children, out of fear of losing 
custody. Many children share this fear, but at the same time long for someone to notice 
and attend to the family vulnerabilities that can both lead to and result from a parent’s 
arrest. 

Factoid: 70 percent of children who were present at a parent’s arrest watched that 
parent being handcuffed and 30 percent were confronted with drawn weapons. 


2 . I have the right to be heard when decisions are made about me. 
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When a parent is arrested children whose lives may already have left them with little 
sense of control often feel even more alienated from the events that swirl around them. 
Adults they have never met remove their parents with little explanation, then decide 
where children will go without consulting them. When children continue to feel unheard 
within the institutions that govern their lives in their parents’ absence, their sense of 
powerlessness grows. 

Factoid: Three in 100 American children will go to sleep tonight with a parent in jcdl or 
prison and one in eight African American children have a parent behind bars. 

3. I have the right to be considered when decisions are made about my parent. 

Increasingly tough sentencing laws, which have caused the U.S. prison population to 
increase fivefold over the past three decades, have also had a tremendous impact on 
children. But as it stands, sentencing law not only does not require judges to consider 
children when they make decisions that will affect their lives profoundly; in some cases, 
it actively forbids them from doing so. A more sensible and humane policy would take 
into account the fact that sentencing decisions will inevitably affect family members— 
especially children—and strive to protect their interests as much as possible without 
compromising public safety. 

Factoid: Nearly three quarters of those admitted to state prison have been convicted of 
no violent crimes. 

4. I have the right to be well cared for in my parent’s absence. 

When a child loses a parent to incarceration, he also loses a home. In the most extreme 
cases, children may wind up fending for themselves in a parent’s absence. Some will 
spend time in the foster care system, where 97 percent of administrators say they have no 
specific policy in place to address those children’s needs. The majority stay with 
relatives, often elderly and impoverished grandmothers who may be strained personally 
and financially by the challenge of caring for a second generation. 

Factoid: Half of all children with incarcerated mothers are cared for by grandparents. 

5. I have the right to speak with, see and touch my parent. 

Visiting an incarcerated parent can be difficult and confusing for children, but research 
suggests that contact between prisoners and their children benefits both, reducing the 
chance of parents returning to prison and improving the emotional life of children. 
Because increasing numbers of incarcerated parents are held at prohibitive distances from 
their children, too many children are denied the opportunity for contact with their parents. 
In 1978, only eight percent of women prisoners had never received a visit from their 
children. By 1999, 54 percent had not received a single visit. 

Factoid: Prisoners who have regular visits are six times less like to reenter prison than 
those who have none. 
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6. I have the right to support as I face my parent’s incarceration. 

Children whose parents are imprisoned carry tremendous burdens. Not only do they lose 
the company and care of a parent, they also must deal with the stigma of parental 
incarceration, and fear for their parent’s safety and well-being. Researchers who have 
interviewed children who have experienced parental incarceration have found them 
vulnerable to depression, anger and shame. One study found many showed symptoms of 
post-traumatic stress reaction—difficulty sleeping and concentrating, depression, and 
flashbacks to their parents’ crimes or arrests. In the face of these difficulties, many young 
people will tell you that they rarely receive the support they need as they “do time” along 
with their parents. 

Factoid: Only six state child welfare systems have a policy in place to address the needs 
of children of incarcerated parents. 

7. I have the right not to be judged, blamed or labeled because my parent is 
incarceration. 

Incarceration carries with it a tremendous stigma. Because young children identify with 
their parents, they are likely to internalize this stigma, associating themselves with the 
labels placed on their parents or blaming themselves for their parents’ absence. As they 
grow older, many report feeling blamed or stigmatized by others—neighbors, peers, 
teachers and other authority figures, even family members—because of their parents’ 
situation. Some try to keep a parent’s incarceration secret. Many describe the shame and 
stigma they have experienced as the heaviest burden they carry, lasting long after a parent 
is released or a child grows up. 

Factoid: 1 in 10 children of prisoners will be incarcerated before reaching the age of 18. 

8. I have the right to a lifelong relationship with my parent 

Abiding family bonds are the strongest predictor there is of successful prisoner reentry. 
For children, sustained attachments form the building blocks for successful development. 
But changes in child welfare law—specifically, accelerated timetables for termination of 
parental rights—have increased the odds that even a relatively short sentence will lead to 
the permanent severance of family bonds. When this happens, children are forced to 
forfeit the most fundamental right of all—the right to remain part of their families. 

Factoid: Appellate cases involving termination of prisoner’s parental rights have gone 
up 250% since 1997. 38 

For more information, resources and publications on children of incarcerated go to 
www.sfcwp.org 


3S Printed with permission granted by the Osborne Association, a founding member of a national 
collaboration started by San Francisco Children of Incarcerated Parents. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

SUGGESTED YOUTH MODEL 


As noted, one of the Town Hall survey respondents was a pastor visiting from the 
West Indies to Southeast Jamaica. He offered a hand drawn diagram that a member of my 
dissertation site team used to create the following diagram. After studying and comparing 
it to other models, I have decided to use this gift. What is gratifying is that the pastor had 
no prior knowledge of my interest or experience in faith-based youth programs. His 
model is balanced, asset rich, efficacious, evaluable, empowering and spirit-centered. It 
should be said that all houses of worship are different and may emphasize all, some or 
few of the above components. Whatever configuration is adopted, it must have a 
consistent routine, a dedicated schedule/space and caring adults. 

Holistic 
Involvement 
in Other 
Ministries ^ 

Art and Drama 

Leadership 4 
Retreats 

Ongoing Bible Study 

Evaluation of 
Program 
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I would like to deconstruct this model and examine the various components that, 
when working together, can serve as a transformative tool for young people. Bear in 
mind, it will take time, patience, expertise and money to rollout a fully functioning model 
as pictured above, but the work can begin immediately by identifying the necessary 
and/or missing pieces. 

Holistic Involvement In Other Ministries - Churches that operate their 

ministries in separate silos can never be holistic in their approach to servicing members in 

the congregation or broader community. For example look at four youth ministries in 

XYZ Church. Each one has a different director. No director talks to the other directors 

because of either historical precedent; fear of cooptation, or the belief, “Let them learn 

the way I had to leam - “the hard way!” Silo ministry does not allow for the flow of any 

information or inspiration. Silo ministries are more a testament to an archaic 

organizational structure that usually kowtows to the egocentric “I am in charge” needs of 

adults running the program at the expense of the needs of children in the program. The 

question must be asked, why won’t churches change when times clearly call for a 

change? Here are some possible reasons: 

“We always did it this way.” A second deterrent is fear. We think we or 
the program might fail or that we may lose control. Another killer... is 
complacency expressed in words like, ‘Til take too much time” or “Why 
bother?” Fatigue might be another killer. We and others are tired and 
burned out from all we are asked to do or all we take on. Our own short¬ 
term thinking can be a block sometimes. We want quick results, tangible 
benefits. 39 

Art and Drama - A consistent entry on the all of the survey forms was mention of some 
form of arts, dance or creative expression ministries having a strong appeal to youth and 


39 Linda R. Isham, Charting Our Own Course Renewing the Churches Teaching Ministry (Valley 
Forge, Pennsylvania: Judson Books, 1997), 21. 
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young adults. Here is an offering from a group called T.E.A.M which stands for 

Theological Expressions in Arts Ministry that validates this point. 

Our ministry is both simple and profound. We work with groups of young 
people, helping them explore the biblical text and directing them in their 
artistic proclamation of that text to their peers. Sometimes it takes the 
form of a dramatic portrayal of a passage. Perhaps it is a series of 
monologues by modern characters where the truth and relevance of a text 
comes to life. Maybe the word is proclaimed through a dance or liturgical 
movement expressing God’s grace in motion. Other times the result is a 
choral arrangement of a song, a multimedia visual presentation, or a 
simple poem. No matter what the final result might be, the focus remains 
the same—to use all of our gifts and expression to explore and share 
God’s Word faithfully. 40 

Self-expression is consistent with young people’s need to show mastery and have 
their say at the same time. Liturgical Dance, once looked down on and rejected by many 
churches, is now enthusiastically accepted in many churches. Today, you see young 
people using mime, an art form used in ancient Greek and Roman theatre, as a silently 
powerful mode of interpretative expression. The arts in churches have expanded and now 
include role plays as well as full plays—some scripted by young people. I know of a 
youth pastor whose church has a forty member Drum Line. Young people show up rain 
or shine and when they perform the house is packed with young people from other 
churches. A growing ministry is Spoken Word. There is a lyrical flow that pulls hearers 
into the message of the speaker. Witnessing the power of a young person cognitively and 
spiritually linking their everyday experiential reality in words that can hit like a punch or 
descend like a feather is engrossing as it is amazing. In Spoken Word mode, the speaker 
(young person) becomes the preacher crying out in the “new wilderness.” Young people 
have taken hip-hop, the bane of most adults, and have set the beats to scriptures and have 


40 Aimee Wallis Buchanan, Bill Buchanan and Jodi B. Martin, Making Worship Real: A Resource 
For Youth And Leaders (Louisville, Kentucky: Geneva Press, 2001), 4. 
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open yet another door of ‘flavaful’ expression. The Arts and Drama can work on many 
levels. The key is to contextualize the presented work in a manner that does not honor the 
celebrant but honors God. 

Part of Decision Making - A difficult act for most adults that head ministries to do is 

ask young people for their opinion. It has been said that the culture of church is adultist— 

meaning that adults are in charge of every aspect of church. It is hard for adults, 

especially sisters and brothers lost in a deficit model to even think about or let alone ask 

young person for advice on how a program should be run. Corporations know that it is 

good business to do focus groups with their customers in order to stay competitive. This 

is a lesson the church should follow. This is not easy. Richard J. Foster in Celebration of 

Discipline offers this insight for unconvinced adultist leaders of youth ministries: 

...almost all church fights and splits occur because people [adults mnning 
youth programs] do not have the freedom to give in to each other. We 
insist that a critical issue is at stake [youth having a voice in programs]; 
we are fighting for a sacred principle.... We cannot stand to give in simply 
because it will mean that we will not get our way.. .Only submission can 
free us sufficiently to enable us to distinguish between genuine issues 
and stubborn self-will. 41 

It is difficult for adults to keep up with the “speed of light” changes that young 
people today are experiencing in school, family, community and church. While the 
church may say, “be in the world but not of the world,” the reality is that the youth in the 
church must be able to function in the globalized world they will inherit. The simple and 
revolutionary act of surveying the needs of young people in the church and community 
could open doors to new and creative ministries that build the church while building the 


41 Richard J. Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path To Spiritual Growth (San Francisco, 
California: FlarperSanFrancisco, A Division of HarperCollins Publishers, 1998), 111. 
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community. As the young people use to say when a person did not know the answer to a 
question, “Ya bettah ask somebody!” 

Leadership Retreats - The Black Church, going back to slavery, has historically served 

as an incubator where leaders are birthed. This statement is supported by Jewell 

Dassance, director of children and family development, Congress of National Black 

Churches in an excerpted interview. She says: 

The Church is where people always go for support and comfort. 

Politically, that’s where people had to go to try and respond to some of the 
things that were going on in the communities... Today, churches are in 
neighborhoods where children are—after many institutions have 
abandoned those areas. Because of their credibility in the African 
American community, churches have the capacity to lead people in the 

42 

community into supporting children. 

Somehow the church of today is not doing what the church a generation ago and 
beyond was able to consistently and proficiently do and that is birth leaders. It was the 
church that gave confidence to children to take the mic and say their Easter piece or recite 
a passage of scripture to a supportive congregation. It was the church where young 
people gained confidence, acceptance and validation. Young people were looked upon as 
the promise and problem solvers—today it is more like young people are looked at as 
being cursed and the problem. Exposing young people to leadership via retreats, panel 
discussion and visits to leader’s places of business makes sense if the church is thinking 
one day these same young people will take my place and take the church higher. If the 
thought is one day these ungrateful young people will pack up and leave—then the 
question is why bother? 


42 Eugene C. Roehlkepartain, Building Assets in Congregation: A Practical Guide for Helping 
Youth Grow Up Healthy (Minneapolis, Minnesota: Search Institute, 1998), 15. 
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Praise and Worship - One of the more important functions of Praise and Worship 

leaders is to set the atmosphere in the church with the expectation that the Holy Spirit 

will rest upon the congregation. It is important that this function not be seen as the sole 

province of adults. If ownership of the service and values espoused by the church is the 

goal, then young people must be proactively counted in and trusted to lead. 

How many times have we seen it? Worship is under way in our local 
congregation. We look around to see who is worshipping with us. Our 
eyes turn up to the balcony (or perhaps the back few rows) and there they 
are—our youth. Some are genuinely interested and easily participate in 
worship. Some have good intentions but find themselves desperately 
trying to stay focused and participate. Other youth are simply there 
because they know their friends will be there too. They enjoy being in 
community, even if they are annoyed by the expectations to “stay quiet 
and pay attention.” .. .Therefore, it is crucial that we teach young people... 

When people understand why something is done a certain way, they are 
more likely to consider its relevance to their own lives and faith. 43 

When we make young people church voyeurs to the function of the church we are 

essentially telling them that this service is for adults and not for you. This should not be. 

This must not be. 

Bible Study - It is important for young people to understand the word and be able to see 

the correlation of what is in the Bible and what stands in their way. Young people are 

confronted by all manner of situations that challenge them socially, mentally and 

spiritually. The goal is not for them to exemplify godly principles in the church—the real 

home run is living godly outside of the church. The Word must be owned by the hearers 

so that they can be doers of the Word. Dr. Fernando Arzola states: 

There are many scripture passages which deal with knowledge and the 
importance of learning. But perhaps the single most poignant passage 


43 Aimee Wallis, A Resource For Youth And Leaders Making Worship Real, 1. 
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referencing the spirit of radical education comes from the very voice of 

God... “My people are destroyed from lack of knowledge.” (Hosea 4:6). 44 

The first quote of this dissertation is, “The devil knows how to make self- 
destruction look like fun. The job of Bible Study is to help young people in their own 
words find scriptures that deconstruct the adversary’s plan. That should be an exciting 
search that can continue with young people doing exegesis at home and bringing insights, 
lessons and revelation back to the Bible study. It is imperative that young people are 
Bible literate and for that to happen their teachers must also be steeped in the word. 
Finding creative ways to help young people grasp the word is not blasphemy. It makes 
perfect sense. The Word has always been translated through the lens and filter of change 
in and through diverse cultures. 

Community Outreach - Insular churches are dying churches. It is impossible to grow to 
keep the church alive without finding ways to attract new people. The standard Friends 
and Family Days that many churches have are nice but growing a church cannot depend 
on an annual event. Outreach ministries that meet the need of people are key. If people 
are hungry—feed them. If they are hurting—help to heal them. I have visited two 
churches of different denominations and both of them have instituted jazz nights. The 
first church is led by a former saxophone player of 40 years. Every Wednesday afternoon 
he invites friends still in the business to come and play for an audience of seniors that 
reside in the projects next door. He serves lunch and ends with a homily. The church has 
become a gathering place where love, information and inspiration can be shared. The 
second church’s jazz events are spaced further apart. This event is open to the community 


44 Fernando Arzola, Jr., Toward a Prophetic Youth Ministry, 172. 
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and there is a love offering taken. The proceeds go to strengthen other outreach ministries 
of the church. 

In 1997,1 designed a program called the Community Youth Employment 

Program (CYEP) which was replicated across the city in over 30 youth and faith based 

programs. The premise of the program was to find creative ways to involve young people 

in the community. A mixed group of young people ranging from probationers to worship 

leaders between the ages of 12-18 served in nursing homes, hospitals, afterschool, day 

care centers and one got a play street open in front of the sponsoring agency. Young 

people must be involved in the community as well as churches. The Youth Development 

Institute of the Fund for the City of New York helped the CYEP participants to collective 

contribute to a book titled, Youth Building Strong Communities. Here are several quotes 

from CYEP members from a faith led community based organization. 

This summer while working as a CYEP member we all had to volunteer... 

We worked with Sheila and Joyce, helping them transport the patients and 
playing bingo with them. Some of the patients welcomed us with open 
arms. Others, they seemed to not care. Some people had us really working 
to help them. They had us get water for them almost every time you turned 
around. All this was my pleasure. 45 

On July 30 th , we had our 3 rd annual car wash. We had the car wash to raise 
enough money for the young kids in the community to go on trips. 

Because some of their parents are not able to pay for them. We were able 
to raise $75.00. 46 

When volunteering at Harlem Hospital came a lot of responsibilities. 

When working with the babies in the border room, we changed Pampers, 
clothes, fed and held them. We showed all of them love. For the patients 


45 Jessica Mates and Alfonso Wyatt, Youth Building Strong Communities (New York, New York: 
Youth Development Institute, 1998), 45. 


46 Ibid. 
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as a whole, we did activities to give them something to do, read to them 
and just sat with them and left them with smiles on their faces. 47 

Young people must be involved in the fabric and care in and for the community. 

Adults should never assume that young cannot or do not wish to be involved. It is 

important for young people to experience the “spiritual high” of doing something for 

another person with no expectation of receiving anything in return. That is Agape love in 

action. 

Travel To Different Cultures - Many young people have not travelled outside of a very 
small circumference. It could be the neighborhood, the borough, state or beyond. If your 
youth program cannot afford to travel do not despair. In New York it is possible to 
experience a hundred different cultures. You can take young people to different 
restaurants to eat. Before going, an assignment can be given researching the country of 
origin. Or the group can arrange to interview a person from the restaurant. There are 
people from different cultures in the church; an “International Day” could be arranged 
bringing food and information about various cultures. 

On-Going Program Evaluation - One of the more neglected areas in churches is 
evaluation. This is not limited to youth programs. There are many reasons why this is 
true. Perhaps the thought is that evaluation is a secular instrument and does not belong in 
the church, or evaluation, by extension, is an indirect evaluation of God (judging). 
Whatever the reason, it is important for the church to reflect on its practice as well as 
success and failure. 

It is important for churches to realize it has an organizational culture that shapes 
attitudes, perception and behavior. A corporate definition of organizational culture is: 

47 Ibid. 
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.. .if one can demonstrate that a given set of people have shared a 
significant number of important experiences in the process of solving 
external and internal problems, one can assume that such common 
experiences has led them, over time, to a shared view of the world around 
them and their place in it.. .Culture, in this sense, is a learned product of 
group experience, and is therefore to be found only where there is a 

48 

definable group with a significant history. 

Unfortunately, institutions (which includes churches) rarely if ever look at their 
organization processes through a lens of organizational culture. As with most 
organizational truisms it must be said that all starts at the head. If the leadership does not 
think evaluation of programs is important there is a high degree of probability that 
evaluations will not be done. Evaluations do not have to be a cold process where people 
feel that their church job or reputation is at risk of being terminated depending on the 
findings. A good, nonjudgmental evaluation was presented in the Sunday school section 
based on questions about the weather. Organizations also use what is called SWOT 
Analysis to do a general evaluation of programs or efforts. SWOT stands for: Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats. The art is recognizing and keeping strengths, 
addressing weaknesses and turning threats (problems) back into opportunities 


48 Edgar H. Schein, Organizational Culture and Leadership: A Dynamic View (San Francisco, 
California: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1991), 7. 
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Appendix A: The Inspired Book of Flava 


In order to include the novel within the project writeup itself and maintain its original 
structure, I have decided to reset the pagination at the beginning of the novel. I apologize 
for any confusion this might create. 
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CHAPTER 1 

CAN GOOD COME FROM NO GOOD? 


Flava was born to drug addicted teen parents who thought they found love but 
really found each other’s misery. His mom’s nickname was Bootsie given by her father 
because she was the darkest in the family. Her birth name is Zipporah LaLonde Rowland. 
Flava’s daddy is doing yet another bid in prison. His street name is Snook because of 
how he preferred to fight. Most people in the neighborhood called Bootsie and Snook da 
Crack heads like that was their last name. Neighbors would shake their head and sadly 
say, “Dere go da Crack heads,” as Bootsie and Snook unloaded stolen out-of-date 
batteries, clothes snatched off of sidewalk racks on Liberation Boulevard, or dented cans 
of tuna fish rescued from the supermarket dumpster—all sold to folk looking for a deal. 

Flava’s Crack baby status was written on his health records and followed him 
throughout his school years. One could say that he was in a rush to start life. He screamed 
his way into the world two months early. The doctors did not think he would make it 
because he was so tiny. Flava’s nana would always slowly shake her head from side to 
side and sigh, “Hmmph, hmmph, hmmph,” when she told the story of the shaking baby 
(another nickname for Flava) first days of life. “Dat shakin’ baby hooked up ta all dem 
machines could fit snug in da palm ova man’s hand.” Nana would cup her hands and 
always made sure the hearer looked to see just how small Flava was. 
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Flava always wondered from childhood if it was a big man’s hand or a small 
man’s hand—for some unknown reason it made a difference to him. Flava is a full head 
and shoulders shorter than most of his friends whose parents were smart enough not to 
get high while making babies. His premature cry for help was heard in the pediatric acute 
neonatal ward of what was called around the way ‘da no good hood hospital’. 1 Its real 
name was Gurdhude Hospital said to be named after a rich German that lived in ‘da hood 
before da hood was da hood’. Gurdhude Hospital looked more like the closed spooky 
factory at the base of Dead Man’s Hill than a place for sick people to get well. The 
running joke, usually told by people who made it up and out was, “The no good hood 
hospital looked like it needed a hospital.” They could afford to laugh but not the people 
left behind—in many instances, their own relatives. They were so poor they could not 
afford laughter. 

It was reported in the paper that three people died in the hallway of Gurdhude 
Hospital, on consecutive nights, right outside of the emergency room. One suffered a 
fatal heart attack. He was said to be a distant cousin of a local politician who vowed to 
get justice. The pol led a weak march with three paid yellers screaming the all too 
familiar chant from people beat up by the system, “No justice no peace!” Word on the 
street was that the politician made a quick out-of-court settlement with the hospital for a 
‘piece of justice money’ that he deposited in his just in case account. After a few other 
scandals—the last, losing track of a dead patient found two days later in a restricted 
stairwell, Gurdhude Hospital was shut down for good. 

1 Health disparities faced by poor children show up in challenged physical development that 
creates later social and academic delays. The poorest neighborhoods have inferior health services and the 
greatest needs. Births to mothers on Crack raised the already high number of at-risk births and the cost for 
providing services for premature births. Cross Reference: See Chapter Four, “The 40 Developmental 
Assets,” page 18. 
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The newspapers said it was closed due to hundreds of expensive high risk births 
like Flava’s bom to parents with no health coverage, no money in the bank, no prospects, 
no future and no way out. 2 Some said the hospital closed because of mismanagement, 
while others, especially people in da hood, felt it was a casualty of neglect demonstrated 
by the well-off who did not care if poor people lived or died. Whatever the reason the no 
good hood hospital closed for good and now former patients have to rely on already 
overcrowded, hot and inadequately staffed clinics with poor security. There is nothing 
worse than poor, sick, hot desperate people crammed in a tight poorly organized and 
under-supervised space. 

Flava became famous as a child when the story of his miraculous birth appeared 
in the newspaper. He was the last Crack baby to survive after the closing of the pediatric 
acute neonatal ward. That is why when Flava is asked by adults what he wants to be 
when he grows up he would sometimes say, “An acute care neonatal pediatrician.” He 
loves catching their look of total surprise or blank stare because most folk did not have a 
clue what an acute care neonatal pediatrician did. When asked about the future, some 
young people in da hood say they want to work in pediatrics as a doctor or nurse 
probably because these were the nicest people to them when young. One could guess that 
the more thoughtful of these young people want to return the favor. 

When anyone bothered to ask Flava how he got his name he would say what he 
heard, “My moms told me when she was little she always said after drinking nana’s sweet 
grape Kool-Aid with plenty of ice and lemons... ‘ohhh dat’s mah flavor’! So she made a 
promise to herself that if she had a baby boy she would give him all the sweet grape 

2 According to Cover the Uninsured, a health advocacy group, over 40 million men, women and 
children in America do not have health insurance. 
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Kool-Aid he wanted and would name him Flavor.” She spelled it Flava on the birth 
certificate and never bothered to change it because it would cost $10. 
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CHAPTER 2 
FUNNY KINDA LOVE 

“Flava, boy ya bettah git yo’self outta bed, we gotta go visit ya no good daddy,” 
Bootsie yelled down the long dark hallway. She insisted on saving money on the electric 
bill by buying dim bulbs which her son hates. He always feels like something was going 
to come out of the dark and get him. Flava groans and turns over trying to cop a few more 
zzz’s. As far as he could guess in his windowless room the sun was not fully up so why 
should he be up. 

Bootsie’s face is heavily made up and she is dressed to kill as she walks out of her 
room. Her iridescent blue eye shadow makes her already big eyes look bigger. Her black 
and blue silver sparkle dress is way too tight and cut low in the front. You would have 
thought she was going to a club or church—anywhere but prison. The real deal is that she 
wants to look good for Snook, and secretly, she gets off watching if other inmates check 
her out—or wish she was sitting at their table in the visiting room—or so she thinks. 

“Flava, git yo tail up boy ah know ya hear me, bettah not make me miss da prison 
bus foolin’ ‘round wid you anya lazy self; wass takin’ so long ta git up? Dis boy is gonna 
be da death of me,” she mutters as if she really believes it. 

“Alright ma, I heard you 20 minutes ago, Dag, I’m up already,” Flava yells from 
behind the closed bathroom door. He washes up quicker than usual to make up time. He 
puts on an extra shake of baby powder on his shoulders and neck to ward off any sweat 
attacks caused by the steamy hot August day. Flava looks in the mirror. He is stunned 
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because he thinks he sees strands of baby hair coming in over his upper lip. He becomes 
excited because all of his friends are more physically developed. Having a moustache 
was important equalizer to his image. 

Flava, still peering in the mirror says to himself, “Hey this ‘stache could put me 
down like never before. I will be catching up with my boys and rocking da shorties that 
always seem to like older dudes.” 

He thinks back to when he was in elementary school and recalls the girls his age 
always liking boys in junior high. When he got to junior high the girls were chasing boys 
in high school. When he got to high school the girls were going out with dudes that 
dropped out, in college—or grown men who could buy them nice things. 

Flava wondered when he would catch up because he always felt a step behind, 
mainly because he was sickly while growing up. He had bad asthma as a child attributed 
to his early Crack baby issues. He heard in school that his troubled breathing could have 
been caused by traffic pollution from the highway that ran by his nana’s apartment 
window (he stayed with her when his mother would disappear on a drug mission for days, 
weeks or months at a time). 

Some people from the Children’s Asthma Project did a community study and 
found a possible link between rat and roach droppings that may trigger asthma in children 
as well as adults. The group also tagged the chemicals in blue “Quarter Water” (which 
some parents confuse with juice) could also bring on asthma attacks according to their 
lead researcher Dr. Deas. Whatever the cause of his ill health, Flava was behind his 
national peer cohort physically, socially and academically based on standardized testing. 
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Fully dressed, he closes his bathroom door with a new sense of confidence 
because of his ‘stache’ sighting. He wonders if he should buy a small lip comb from the 
bodega or from the barbershop when he got back from prison. 

Bootsie and Flava walk down five dark flights of stairs. The stick-up kids living 
in the building will break the bulbs so they can do their work in the dark. They never rob 
people living in the building except by accident. The stairwell bandits wait to get paid 
when people who have no business climbing dark stairs venture up. There are kids on 
every floor in trouble in school, messing up on the streets, or hurting behind closed doors. 
On any given day there’s a steady parade of social workers, truant officers, church people 
(Jehovah Witnesses) and police (police were never robbed—ever) to victimize. 

When Bootsie and Flava make it to the street the bright summer sun slowly rise 
over the top of buildings causing them to squint. Flava smiles thinking there is something 
good about coming out of darkness into light. Once his eyes adjust he looks across the 
way at Divine Revelation International Church. 

He thinks, “It’s Saturday, I should be hanging out with my boys jumping the 
church steps on my brand new skateboard instead of going to some prison to see a man I 
hardly know.” 

Flava saved every penny he could to buy his Phat Board (that’s what his friends 
call it because of its size and shape) by running errands, bagging groceries at the 
supermarket, and in a pinch, searching for lost coins behind the worn down couch pillows 
in the living room. When his mother had company she would usually start her 
entertaining on the couch before moving to her bedroom. Flava discovered loose change 
would sometimes roll out of the pocket of some dude caught up in the moment. 
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The thought of getting nickels, dimes and quarters sometimes made it easier for 
Flava to open the door to the steady parade of losers. When his mom’s did not want or 
could not find anybody to come by, Flava would resort to cashing bottles along with the 
homeless men that once lived in the neighborhood. He knew some of them by face if not 
by name. He remembers seeing his boy Ray-Ray’s Crack head father eating out of the 
garbage. He never told this story, not even to his best friend Jonathan, because he did not 
want Ray-Ray teased. Some of his friends didn’t know when to stop. 

Divine Revelation, as most people call it, sits across from the new juvenile 
detention facility named the I. Ben Wahldinn Youth Detention Complex, named after a 
no nonsense family court judge. He died before the facility officially opened. Kids and 
adults call it ‘Da Lil House’. It is built on the parking lot of the old Gurdhurde Hospital. 
The politicians proudly said at ‘Da Lil House’ ribbon cutting that the new facility would 
save taxpayers money. Their point was it will be easier for mothers to visit their children 
locked up in the neighborhood instead of spending carfare traveling elsewhere in the city 
or venture upstate. Flava wonders what his friends on lockdown inside ‘Da Lil House’ 
think and feel as they can hear the everyday noise of community life breaking into their 
cell-like rooms. 

Bootsie and Flava walk briskly to the $1.00 van stop a block away. Flava glances 
over his shoulder and spots two of his friends trying to bust a move on the church steps 
he is known for. He did not have time to tell them what they were doing wrong as they 
kept falling so he just watched and laughed to himself. Saturday morning was usually the 

3 Young people of color are introduced at an early age to the criminal justice system. Often time 
they are arrested for crimes their white counterparts are not prosecuted for or get off performing 
community service. The most heinous crimes of white children elicit contextual thought while crimes 
committed by children of color are immediately and unanimously vilified. Cross Reference: See Chapter 
Ten of Project, “Faith Work With Incarcerated Youth”. 
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best time to practice jumping because the church opened one night a week for combined 
choir rehearsal and prayer service. Flava liked peeking through the side door kept open 
for air to hear people sing and watch when they would start bugging out for no reason. He 
thought they were going crazy and about to fight even though he never saw the police or 
an ambulance come. 

The church usually closed up soon after Sunday service and the people would go 
back to either the projects or get in nice cars and ride away to places unknown. It was 
during the times the building stood vacant that Flava and his friends made good use of the 
stairs, ramps and railings. Flava did notice lately that there was more activity at the 
church so there was less opportunity to practice. He started going downtown where the 
more experienced skateboarders met. Flava laughs to himself when he recalls a man 
telling him to stop jumping the steps because he could get hurt. He is sorry that the he 
cursed out the man. He and his friends quickly skated away as the man started to pray for 
him and his family. What family he thought? 

The $1.00 van pulls up to the curb and passengers board from back to front. Flava 
takes a seat next to his mother in the middle row. The van smells of sweat, perfume and 
burning incense. The driver is African and he is rocking music that sounds good even if 
nobody in the van knows what is being said. Flava is thinking about the four hour ordeal 
to get to the prison and grows depressed thinking about the father imprisoned in his head. 
It blows his mind how he could look so much like a man he barely knows. Most of his 
friends have fathers in prison, drug rehabs or have just disappeared. It is hard for Flava to 
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put into words how having a locked up dad affects him so he keeps his pain locked up 
inside of him. 4 

A short ride later the $1.00 van pulls up to the subway and passengers disappear 
down the steps or into several nearby stores. A tall man with a scraggly beard, wild 
dreads, out-of date-sunglasses and dressed in red, black and green from head to toe asks 
the driver the name of the artist on the CD as he exits the van. The driver proudly says, 
“Fela—it is Fela my bruddah; he sings about oppression and liberation.” Mr. Red Black 
and Green, now on the sidewalk, nods approvingly, slaps the driver five through the 
window, pumps his fist in air, then spins on the heels of his well-shined combat boots. He 
starts to walk—more like marches toward the subway steps. Bootsie, taking all of this in, 
coos in a fake sexy voice loud enough for the marching man to hear, “Jeez,” drawing out 
all the eeee’s, “Ah jes love me some man ina uniform.” Liberation man hearing this looks 
back, stands a little taller, slowly licks his overly greased lips, and winks. He probably 
would’ve got her number if his train on the opposite platform was not pulling into the 
station. 

Once seated after a twenty minute wait (the trains do not run as good on 
weekends), Flava asks his mother, “Why do you go through all of this trouble to visit a 
man you barely see and you ain’t married to?” Flava is almost 17 and can count on one 
hand the times he has seen his father outside of prison. He thought seriously about 
mentioning the men who risk getting robbed on the stairs to spend the night with her but 
thought better of it. He did not want to get popped on the train—or worse have one of 

4 There are over 7 million children with a parent serving time, on probation or parole in America. 
These children are in our churches and often no one knows of their deep pain or needs. Families sometime 
will not admit that a child's parent is incarcerated. So the child not wanting to be different or shamed 
suffers in silence. Cross Reference: See Chapter XXX pg.128. 
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those mad ridiculous loud arguments with his mother. When angered, she would lose it 
and start cursing at the top of her lungs. She did not care who was watching or listening. 
Bootsie thought for a moment about her son’s question. She closes her eyes and rests her 
head on the train window covered with scratchfitti. 

She talks as if her son was not there. “Ya don’t understand love like ah do; me 
and ya father been through so much together. We had ta love each other ‘cause of da life 
we picked ta live. Nobody could love us mo dan we loved dem streets. We rolled hard, 
had big ups and biggah downs. We made crazy loot and spent like dere was no tomorrow. 
He wined and dined me when da gettin’ was good and we slept on park benches when 
times got bad. Ah mean we were all we had and dat seemed like enough back den. Yeah, 
we fussed, cussed and fought over stupid stuff like most couples. But what drove me 
crazy was when Snook cheated on me, ‘specially’ wid dat no good heifer Jezebel Scott 
who usta be mah best friend in junior high.” 

Bootsie is getting worked up like Jezebel is sitting across the subway aisle 
mocking her. “Ah still wanna know how ah didn’t see dat lyin’ skank’s trickery—she 
played me sho’ nuff. Shoot,” Bootsie says with a sly smile, “I ain’t gonna lie, ah had a 
few jump offs on da side too—but dat’s anotha story. Snook, he loved dis home cookin’ 
and always came back ta mama—‘cept when he was locked up. Ya father was mah first 
real boyfriend. Ya know what dey say, ‘ya never forgit ya first love?” 

Flava didn’t know if that was true and wonders who ‘they’ are who said it. He 
wracks his mind trying to remember his first love or if he really ever been in love or just 
lost in boy lust. The train stops and the blare from the p.a. system makes noise that can’t 
be easily understood. 
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Bootsie picks up her point after the static ends, “Snook was two years younger 
dan me when we hooked up—but ah knew after our first hooky party kiss dat he was mah 
ride a die.” 

Flava, embarrassed by TMI his mother freely offers wonders if she was going to 
end this story the way she always does when talking about Snook or other men saying or 
singing, ‘Love will make you do right, love will make you do wrong’. After a few more 
stops Flava asks, “If he is the one for you why do you always call him no good?” 

Bootsie looks at Flava like he is the biggest fool on the train. She rolls her big 
eyes and says, “Cuz he ain’t no good. What kinda man would leave all dis,” she says 
running her hand up and down her side, “ta go ta prison? Ya tell me what kinda man 
would do sucha thing?” 

Flava looks away to roll his eyes in peace wondering why he put that question out 
there. He knows she is not going to stop until the prison door. Looking out the train 
window Flava calculates that he has six more stations to hear her. 

“Tell me,” her neck now moving in a deliberate circular motion like an angry 
cobra about to strike and her long red painted fingernail pointing dangerously close to 
Flava’s left eye, “What kinda man fathers a child and ain’t ‘round even ‘fo he went ta 
prison ta see his child grow up?” 

Flava turns back to his mother and has a blank look on his face because he and his 
friends without fathers ask the same question all the time. 

“I’ll tell you what kinda man, it’s a No Man.” 

Flava wonders, what’s a no man? 
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Before he could ask, Bootsie, energized by her brilliance, launches into the 
definition, saying through snarled red lips, “A No Man is a man dat wants ta know every 
woman he kin find. He will not know his own children—no, no, no, but he won’t say no 
ta havin’ children. Ya father is a no good No Man who couldn’t say no ta da streets, no ta 
otha womens or no ta hisself. He was and is a No Man till dis very day.” 

Flava scratches his head and wonders if he will grow up to be a No Man. He 
thinks his mother is on to something because only one or two of his friends have a real 
father in the house. His best friend Jonathan David (aka JD) moms Ayo is the bomb. His 
father was in and out—mostly out of the house. Ayo worked her way off welfare and got 
a job downtown as a secretary. She is able to provide for hers like a man. Flava wonders 
why his mother can’t do that. When he pops back into the No Man conversation, he 
notices that his mother did not stop talking even when his body language clearly suggests 
that his attention went elsewhere. 

“Listen, whatchu ‘spect, Snook’s daddy was even worse. He was a no good, loud 
mouth drunk dat never worked a day in his useless life less ya call doin’ community 
service work work. Ain’t nobody hirin’ a man who only knows how ta do ‘stab and bag’ 
work ‘long da highway like he on sum chain gang or sumptin’. Snook’s no good daddy 
pimped off of desperate womens who thought a no good half a No Man was better than 
havin’ no man at all. Snook’s daddy, if you wanna call him dat, specialized in lonely 
womens wit money or at least a social security or disability digit cornin’ in da mail. 

When his game got tired or his meal ticket started actin’ like she wanted more, he would 
pack up what lil belongin’s he had and move on and start huntin’ all over. The Temps had 


- 13 - 



it right, ‘Poppa Was A Rollin’ Stone’. Thanks to his daddy Snook got brothers and sisters 
dat he don’t know—and so do you.” 

Bootsie curses to herself and abruptly stops talking. She did not mean to let that 
last piece of information out. Now she looks away hoping Flava did not hear her. 

Flava can’t believe his ears. He is mad that he wasn’t paying closer attention. He 
wonders if she was saying what he thought. He decides to file away this piece about 
having sisters or brothers. He knows he can get more talk out of his moms after she had a 
taste or two. 


- 14 - 



CHAPTER 3 

RIDING THE MOTHER’S DAY EXPRESS 


The express train is moving like the driver has to go to the bathroom. The train’s 
persistent rocking back and forth between express stops causes some standing riders to 
lose their balance. Flava thinks that if they knew how to get up on a skateboard they 
would never fall; well almost never. He starts thinking about some of his falls when he 
hears the scratchy announcement saying that Columbus Circle will be the next stop. Flava 
and his mother stand up, and without speaking a word, jostle their way to the rear train 
door nearest the stairs leading to the prison bus. 

Bootsie, out of breath from climbing the stairs, manage to say, “Thank God we 
got da express train dat damn bus is almost fillt up and ‘bout ta leave. Betcha we won’t 
git a seat tagetha.” 

Flava is hoping his mom’s seat prediction is true as he steps into the hot, crowded, 
smelly bus. He wonders why people have to bring their food and eat it before the bus hits 
the third light. Why can’t they be cool and bring good stuff that don’t smell, like candy, 
cookies or chips—stuff they can eat throughout the ride and not all at once? It is clear to 
him that some people just don’t know how to wait. 

Bootsie finds a seat behind the bus driver next to a lady who is as overdressed as 
she. They appear to be around the same age except that the other lady looks like she 
should have paid for two seats. She is eating a meatball hero this early in the morning 
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with way too much sauce. She has a big catch rag lying across her chest that looked like 
she cut it from an overused bath towel. As Flava moves down the aisle he spots the last 
empty seat across from the restroom next to a cute shortie. His spirits lift as he says to 
himself first my ‘stache and now this, the trip is looking up. Getting closer, he notices 
that the young woman has a restless boy balanced on her lap and her oversized bag on the 
aisle seat next to her. 

Bus rules state that if a kid rides for free they can’t take up a seat. He knows that 
people spread their stuff out especially when they don’t want anybody sitting next to 
them. When that happens on the city bus Flava would stand over the person and put them 
on blast saying extra loud, “Did dat bag pay a fare?!” He did not want to get her like that 
so he politely asks, ‘“Scuse me ma, is anybody sitting here?” The young lady gathers her 
stuff without answering or looking up. Flava sits down and notices that the little boy on 
her lap is dressed way better than him. He has on clean white baby Jordan joints, a crisp 
long white tee, a gold cross around his neck, a diamond stud in his left ear and a fresh 
haircut with a design around the side. Flava is trying not to get caught looking to see if he 
had any baby tats. As soon as he sits down, the bus lurches out into traffic and begins the 
long journey to another world accompanied by the steady whine of the bus motor. 

The bus is a bigger version of the $1.00 van. The drivers hauling people to upstate 
prison, some located near Canada, are getting their hustle on. There is no other way for 
poor people with incarcerated family members to visit their loved one. Most do not have 
cars and railroad tickets are too expensive, especially with children in tow. As the number 
of locked up people from the hood increase, so did the need for prison buses. 5 Flava 

5 Prisons in this country have become big business. Enterprising prison bus drivers fill a need as 
prisons expanded as far as to the Canadian border. Today, prison futures are traded on Wall Street, proof 
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knows that it won’t be long before the smell of the bathroom joins the smell of food from 
all around the world. On top of that the air conditioning is not putting out—or the driver 
is trying to save money by keeping the setting on low. 

As Flava surveys the riders he notices that he and the bus driver are the only 
males on board not counting little kids. Where are the brothers Flava wonders? There are 
women of all ages, sizes and shapes going up the way to see their men and most have 
children on their lap or sitting next to them. Flava makes himself laugh when he thinks 
this bus should be called The Mother’s Day Express. 

The bus makes its way up toward the entrance to the highway three miles north. 
You can see the heat rising from the street like in a desert movie. Looking out the bus 
window, Flava checks out women of all ages wearing as little as they can get away with 
on this hot August day. The bus passes by brothers standing in clumps on comers making 
suggestive gestures to girls, ladies and too hot hot grandmothers walking past them. He 
smiles when he sees grown men and women, boys and girls splashing in the water from 
the Johnny pump (fire hydrant) despite the city asking residents not to waste water. He 
thinks if the city leaders lived in a five floor walkup with no lights in the hallway or air 
conditioning in the apartment they would have the Johnny pump pumping too. 

Flava pretends he is still looking out of the window but he is really checking out 
the reflection of the young mother sitting next to him. He sees that she is older than he 
first thought maybe around 22 or 23 tops. She is pretty and well-dressed but not overly 
so. He takes her in from the waist up and can’t believe that she knows somebody in 

positive that locking up people (people of color) coupled with high recidivism rates makes sound business 
sense—a perverse return on investment. Cross Reference: See Chapter Ten “Working With Children of 
Incarcerated Parents”, 131. 
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prison. She looks so classy. When she unexpectedly turns her head in his direction, Flava 
smiles weakly and looks toward the front. 

The bus is on the highway and the drudgery of the drive now kicks in. There is 
nothing to look at except other cars, trucks and buses stuck in traffic. Flava hopes that the 
prison bus does not overheat given this is the fifth day of a heat wave. Most young people 
on the bus, full of Chinese chicken wings, tacos, peas and rice, franks, hamburgers, 
French fries and pizza, are asleep. Some adult riders are nodding off. A few are talking. 
Others stare out the window as the sight of cramped city buildings slowly gives way to 
wide open space. 

The young lady sitting next to Flava excuses herself to go to the restroom. She 
takes a quick look back to make sure her son did not wake up as she slid him off her lap. 
Flava is all but convinced that when she returns that no matter what she did in the 
restroom it won’t stink. Before he could laugh at this stupid thought he thinks he hears 
the muffle sound of crying from behind the closed door. He is not sure because of the 
noise from the bus engine. The more he listens the more he is convinced that the young 
woman is crying. When she returns to her seat, she keeps her head down partially to see 
where she is going and to avoid Flava’s gaze. She sits down and opens a book. It is clear 
she’s not really reading. 

Flava decides to man up and say something. He hopes the something won’t be 
weak or corny like the dumb stuff he and his friends say after puffing weed. He took a 
deep breath and said in a concerned voice with extra bass for effect, “Ma you alright?” 

She turned to Flava and said, “I’ll be alright.” 
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He did not know how to take her words because it had a double meaning. He 
wonders if she is alright now or will she be alright later. Flava, paralyzed by his thoughts, 
manages to push out the question, “Are you sure?” 

While looking dead in her sad pretty face, Flava notices a lone tear inching down 
her cheek. He watched it roll down her smooth mocha skin, barely miss the comer of her 
soft glossy lips and disappear. He thought, “Dag, if that was my shortie I would have 
kissed that tear goodbye.” 

Flava and the young lady find themselves caught in an awkward moment caused 
by strangers looking deep and long into each other’s eyes and not talking. He breaks the 
uncomfortable silence asking, “Do you want to talk or something? If you want to be left 
alone that’s cool too.” 

The young lady wipes her eye and says just above a whisper, “My name is Tessie 
and I am going upstate to see my baby’s father. I’m crying cuz I never thought I would be 
in this situation riding a bus with my son going to a prison. This is far from what I 
pictured for myself. I mean I had a rough life, some ups and downs, but I never felt it 
would lead to this.” 

Flava’s undisciplined mind loves to wander so he forces himself to focus so he 
can catch her words. It was as if she did not want her sleeping child to hear her story. 

She sighs and then says, “I was put into foster care after my mother died. She did 
the best she could for me but cancer did her in anyway. My father left us when I was 
little. Everybody says I look l ik e him but I don’t know or care.” 

Flava thinks to himself, “Dag, she must have a fly father because she banging.” 


- 19 - 



“I was told that my father could not find a job after I was born. 6 One day he left to 
look for work and never came back. After ma died, I was bounced from foster home to 
foster home but I always tried to keep myself together. Some homes were ok and some 
horrible. I was always scared if there were teen boys or men in the house especially if I 
felt them thinking here come some free lunch. Thankfully I was never abused but I was 
emotionally messed up.” 

Flava does not let his face betray what he is feeling inside. Part of him is sorry for 
his seat mate and another part of him wishes he was the one locked up and having a fine 
mommy like her making a day visit with his kid. He thinks, I ain’t never heard anybody 
break this real about their life—people hide their stuff because they don’t want to be 
called soft or be judged. Some girls around the way act as hard as dudes. 

Before he could name a few hard rock girls in his mind, Tessie, clears her throat 
and says a little louder, “I was just about to graduate from high school—on time, when I 
met this boy named Elijah True, Everybody called him Jah True or Jah because he was a 
PK. I thought what harm would it be going out with a PK?” 

“PK?” What’s a PK.?” Flava asks? 

“A PK is a preacher’s kid,” she replied. 

“Oh,” Flava says matter-of-factly as he thought PK was a new gang. 

Tessie says, “After we went out for a few months I kept asking Jah when he was 
going to take me to his church and meet his family? He finally gave in and even though 
he did not want me to I joined the church and soon became a member of the Angelic 
Voices of Praise Choir. I found out not only did I love to sing; the music director Bro. 

6 According to a study done by Community Service Society (CSS), the unemployment rate for 
men of color is approaching 50 percent in some cities and higher for teens. 
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Levi Brown, everybody on the church circuit calls him Shut It Down Brown, taught me 
how to sing. We had outdates at various churches around the city. We did afternoon 
services, anniversaries and concerts. I love concerts the most because it allowed other 
people—like me to get a chance to sing lead. After we finished singing most of the choir 
members would go get something to eat. That was fun. I could not wait to hang out with 
my new family. 

We tried to act like we did not notice what was up under the Holy robes we 
wore—but once they were off you could not help but see what was there to see. Most 
members took turns going out with each other figuring what the hell we were all in 
church trying to live right and not in some club or Crack house. I stayed true to Elijah 
even though several brothers in the tenor section would take turns hitting on me.” 

Flava offers another weak smile thinking, I can’t blame them for trying. 

“I was learning about the Bible and about myself. I found out that God loved me 
and accepted me for me. That is what I have been looking for since my mother died; a 
safe place to call home and people who care about me. For a year or so I felt like a 
princess in the fairy tales. Pastor and First Fady True, along with the congregation, 
seemed happy that Jah was settling down and he was not unequally yoked.” 

Flava’s brows wrinkle again as he was trying to listen and understand at the same 
time. He thought she was speaking another language, first PK now unequally yoked. He 
did not want to stop her flow but he needed to understand her flow. 

Tessie picking up on Flava’s lack of ‘churchspeak’ knowledge said, “When 
church people talk about being unequally yoked they mean when someone who is saved 
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is dealing with someone who is still in the world. The fear is that the worldly person will 

7 

make the saved person backslide—that means to leave God and return to the world.” 

Flava slowly nods his head in appreciation of what he is hearing as he thinks what 
does being saved mean—saved from what? 

“Everything was going good until Jah started to backslide. I found out some time 
later that he was already backslidden when I got to Mt. Gerizim Holiness Church. No one 
bothered to tell me about Jah because PK’s have privileges—and commanding silence is 
one of them. It soon became clear Jah was living a double life. He wasn’t totally out of 
Mt. Gerizim but was well on his way. His parents were too busy having church that they 
failed to notice that he was fighting a losing war in his Spirit to stay in church. He started 
hangin’ hard with the wrong crew. He always wanted to look good in the eyes of dudes 
that were up to no good. 8 

I kept going to church even when he stopped but several females in the choir, 
some who Jah dogged out before I got there, started shooting me shade. It was whispered 
because I was in foster care and did not grow up in church that something bad in me 
jumped on Jah and made him stray. They did not know I was out in the streets pleading 
with him to come back to church. I was really scared that he would leave me and I would 
be alone again. I remember Pastor True preaching a sermon about how when you 
backslide seven worse devils jump on you.” 


7 This mention of ‘churchspeak' is important because church folk may assume that “spiritual 
jargon” is readily understood. Saints may talk about being sanctified, justified, crucified and the person at 
the other end of the conversation is plain mystified. 

8 The “fear” of being labeled ‘church kid' by peers on the street has driven young people in the 
church to out crazy crazy people to build up street credibility. This phenomenon is not just centered on 
boys, but girls are also actively involved in the race to the bottom—and eventually out of the church. Cross 
Reference: See Chapter Seven “Youth Culture,” 54-62. 
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Flava thought that the only devils he saw were on hot sauce bottles or sitting on a 
cartoon character’s shoulder. 

Tessie slowly shook her head from side-to-side saying, “I saw the seven devils 
messing up a boy that was never really cut out for street life. I sometimes called Elijah a 
‘bourgeois gangsta wannabe’. He would get mad at me and say that I sound like the other 
lames in church. It was like he had to prove he was more down and crazier than anybody 
on the street—and that in itself is crazy because there are some real crazy people out 
there.” 

Flava nods his head in agreement thinking about this guy he knew from around 
the way called Psycho. He did off stuff that made dudes who thought they were crazy 
wonder about his sanity. 

“Jah wanted to shed the label of church boy—even if it killed him. He started 
getting high on the corner within a few blocks of the church with his new so-called 
deadbeat friends. Since he always had money—he always had friends. He bought a 
lifestyle he could not afford. When some of the church ladies from the neighborhood saw 
him up to no good they tried to get Jah to repent on the spot—that means to be sorry for 
your sins. He blew them off as easily as he blew the smoke from blunts he was smoking. 

I can’t lie, I started smoking too cuz I wanted to be with him. I hated myself for 
violating the rules my mother taught me but I loved him I guess more than myself—that 
sounds funny, right?” 

Flava hunches his shoulder as he thought about his moms’ favorite line, ‘Fove 
will make you do right, love will make you do wrong.’ 
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“Jah started messing with other girls in the choir and on the street; I mean he 
wouldn’t try to hide it from me. He became everything bad and then some that we were 
warned against in church. He was mean to me in front of his street friends and then would 
act all nice when they were not around.” 

Flava tries to make Tessie feel better, offers, “I know a whole bunch of dudes that 
act like that with girls. One of my friends, everybody calls Ham right, his real name is 
Haman. He had this girl, right, that he called Home Piece. He never took her out. He 
never introduced her as his girlfriend to his boys and definitely not to girls. In fact he 
ignored her in school and at the park. He would go over to her house after her moms left 
to work the night shift at the post office and he would go lay up all night. Last Christmas 
she brought him a Smart Phone and he brought her some drawers from John’s Bargain 
Store. He always bragged, ‘I got her draws cuz she always gives me draws then he busts 
out laughing.’ He loves saying, ‘I get down when I wanna, get up when I wanna and get 
out when I wanna.’” 

Tessie’s light brown eyes light up a little acknowledging Flava’s sad testimony 
about how foul boys could be and how desperate some girls can be. While he was talking, 
Tessie thinks that confession must be good for the soul because while her situation has 
not changed she is feeling better talking to this boy who could be her little brother. No 
longer whispering she says, “Jah told me that if I really loved him I would have sex with 
him. I did love him and I thought that doing it would make things better between us. It 
was my first time.” 

Flava smiles but wants the story to continue now that things have heated up. He 
wishes he had time to buy a moustache comb before getting on the bus. 
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“My grades at school started to fall and my church attendance was all messed up. 
Just when I thought things could not get worse, I got pregnant with this little one. I was in 
a panic—this was not supposed to be my life. I thought about how disappointed my 
mother would be. I even thought about the father I did not know. He could have put the 
fear of God in the boys trying so hard to go there with me. I didn’t know what to do or 
where to turn. I mean I had to sacrifice everything twic—once for Jah and then for my 
son. I could not go out because I could not afford a babysitter. I didn’t trust people with 
my son. Sometimes I would not be able to pull myself out of bed as my life became 
strange to me.” 

She looks at Flava for a moment not saying anything. Finally he hears her ask, 
“Have you ever felt so alone that life does not matter?” 9 

Flava couldn’t say yes because when he feels alone or hurt he used to get high 
either with his friends or by himself. Flava cut back smoking blunts once he got turned on 
to skateboarding about a year ago. Now that he has it in his mind to train for The X 
Games he has to take care of his body. He gives Tessie a smile of encouragement and 
hopes she will continue. He does not know how to help her but he is smart enough to 
keep listening. 

“Jah wanted nothing to do with me or the baby. He told me get some money and 
have an abortion. If that was not hurtful enough he said the kid was probably not even 
his. How could he crush me like that? He was my first love—I was a virgin. He was the 
one I thought would take care of me. I did not plan to have this child. I thought when I 
did I would be married and my husband would stand by and with me.” 

9 The rate of depression and suicide among youth of color is growing. Most young people who are 
depressed do not have the energy or the language to describe their condition. 
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Flava thought, Tessie should go on one of them ‘You Are The Baby Daddy’ 
shows that people who don’t go to school watch like they getting paid. P.K. or not, Jah 
can’t argue with DNA. 

Tessie’s eyes now flash anger as she says, “One of the girls in the choir told Jah’s 
father that I was having his son’s baby. I got a call from Pastor True’s wife telling me to 
come to church the next Sunday. I should have known something was up because she 
never called me before. In fact it was made clear to me by the other girls in the church 
that First Lady True was not really feeling me. She had to be ‘church cheerful’ and never 
said anything bad about me to my face but behind my back I was fair game. 

I never dissed her because of her title and the fact that she was my boyfriend’s 
mother. The next time I went to church Pastor True preached a sermon titled ‘Is Jezebel 
in You?’ As part of his altar call—that is when sinners in the church are asked to come to 
the front and repent, I mean be sorry for their sins. Pastor True made me stand up before 
the whole church, and tell them what they could plainly see, that I was pregnant and not 
married.” 

Flava wondered why they made her stand up alone... what about Jah he was down 
with all this. It ain’t like she got pregnant by herself or something. He wanted to ask 
Tessie this question but before he could her voice starts to get shaky and tears well up in 
her eyes. 

She struggles to say, “I stood up all by myself with the whole congregation 
looking at me like I was a no good Jezebel that corrupted the prince of the church.” 

Flava wonders, “Who is this Jezebel; surely not his mother’s friend who slept 
with his father?” 
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“I never felt more alone except when my momma died. I prayed for myself and 
was mad at myself at the same time. I wondered, ‘why are you letting these people do 
you like this?’ I looked at their faces as burning anger and embarrassment took turns 
fighting inside of me. 

I glanced at the Deacon who always sits in the front pew and always shouting if 
he ain’t sleep. He acts so righteous, so holier-than-thou but he sleeping with one of the 
Trustee’s wife. How come he was never put on blast like me?” Her head start doing the 
slow cobra move and she says, “People in the church doing wrong thinking nobody 
peepin’ them—but if they ever went on Facebook their life is an open book.” 

Flava could not believe all this craziness went on in church. He thought all of the 
sofa drama was in his house. 

Tessie, more composed, goes on to say, “After my son was born I went to a 
school for pregnant girls to finish my last year. They had a nursery on site where the girls 
could leave their children downstairs and hit the books upstairs.” She takes a deep breath, 
“Because I turned 19,1 aged out of foster care and was on my own.” 10 

Flava asks, “How did you make it out there at such a young age?” He really was 
wondering if he could be on his own at 19. 

Tessie’s answer caught Flava off guard when she said, “I went into a homeless 
shelter for teens run by The Order of Dominican Sisters. I had my baby while living there 
and knew I had to look for work. I did not want to go on welfare cuz I seen girls my age 
get a check, get a man and get more kids. That was not going to be my life. I may have 

10 Different states have varying age ranges, usuallyl8-21, that a young person may be legally 
discharged from the foster care system. Young people not ready for independent living and cannot return 
home are invariably discharged to homeless shelters, live doubled and tripled up or on the street. There is 
an overrepresentation of people once part of the foster care system in jails and prisons. 
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messed up but I did not want to be messed up. I will never forget one of the counselors 
named Miss Inez Hannah at the prego school—that’s what the girls that did not have 
babies yet called it; she really looked out for me. She made sure I got in a nurses aid 
training program and made sure I went to class even when I did not feel like it. Miss 
Hannah knew how to push without putting a hand on you if you know what I mean.” 

Before Flava could respond Tessie says, “I graduated last year at the top of my 
class and started working at the clinic that used to be the old factory by Dead Man’s Hill. 
I am on a waiting list to become an X-Ray Technician at Charles Drew General Hospital. 
I should be called anytime now.” 

“Congratulations,” Flava said as the bus pulls up to the prison. 
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CHAPTER 4 
BELLY OF THE BEAST 


Flava slowly makes his way to the front of the bus and shakes his mom. He can’t 
believe she slept through the whole ride. Her drowsy eyes indicate to Flava she didn’t 
know where she was. Once she looked out the bus window and saw the imposing 
brownish grey walls of the prison and the guard in the tower with a machine gun at the 
ready in case something stupid jumps off, she snapped back into reality. 

Bootsie asks Flava, “Tell me how I look?” She tries to fix herself up but does not 
know where to start. She pats her hair a few times and tries to hand press the wrinkles out 
of her dress saying, “Ah don’t want your father seein’ sleep in mah eyes l ik e ah just woke 
up. Ah want mah man to see what he missin’ and thank God fo what he think he got.” 
Bootsie smiles slyly as she takes off her sneakers and squeezes on her high heels with the 
extra-long pointy toes. She then carefully tries to negotiate the bus stairs. She is 
determined to be on her extra fine A Game, telling Flava, “Help me down these stairs fo 
ah break mah neck. Stand over here wid me while ah find mah mirror ta refresh mah eye 
shadow and lipstick.” 

Flava stood still off to the side of the bus as he was told but could not help wonder 
if Tessie was making as big a fuss for her man as his mother. Saying her name to himself, 
he looks for her. He scans the crowd now increased by other visitors getting off prison 
buses, but she is nowhere to be found. Flava surmises that she is already inside. 
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Bootsie, finally satisfied with how she looks says to her son, “Let’s go, ya father 
is waitin’.” 

Flava says under his breath, “What else he got to do but wait,” as he struggles to 
open the massive bullet proof prison door. He finally gets it open and holds it for his 
mother and three ladies with kids that won’t act right—not even in prison. Flava is sort of 
mad because not one of the ladies bothered to say thank you. They all act like it was his 
job to open prison doors. As he was about to go in he takes a look behind him fully 
knowing that his next step would be into the prison world where suspicion, hostility, 
control, barked orders and fear reign supreme—and outside time no longer has any 
meaning. Everybody who comes to prison either as a worker, sentenced or visiting, must 
function on prison time. The line to check personal belongings snakes around several 
leaning stands like you see at the bank. 

Flava wonders if this line was as long and slow as the lines he heard people 
complain about at Disney World. The guard at the head of the line tells all of the women 
at that set of metal detectors to step to the side so they can be hand checked. If they fail a 
personal search they are ordered to go to the bathroom so that one of the female officers 
could check to make sure they are not trying to smuggle a weapon or drugs into the 
facility. When it is Bootsie turn to walk through the metal detector it goes off. The officer 
pulls her off the line to the sound of exasperated women and children sucking their teeth 
in disgust—seemingly at the same time. 

The guard waves a hand detector across Bootsie’s back and front and it goes off. 
Flava, watching the drama as everyone else, says to a lady behind him, “I betcha all of 
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those sparkles on her dress made that thing buzz.” The woman burst out laughing so loud 
the guard checking Bootsie yelled at her. 

“You will be sent to the end of the line if you don’t quiet down.” 

The lady immediately stopped cracking up but her eyes told Flava he managed to 
find humor while waiting to enter the belly of the beast. 

Bootsie now fully agitated shouts at the guard, “Hey man it’s da under wire in 
mah bra makin’ dat thing act crazy. What am I spose ta do wear no bra and let mah...?!” 
Flava yells out trying to head his mother off at ignorant pass, “Ma”, he pleads, “Just shut 
up and go.” He breathes a sigh of relief that his mother did not snatch him for telling her 
to shut up. She disappears behind the bathroom door. As he is looking in that direction he 
sees Tessie coming out the bathroom holding her son’s hand. Flava wonders how her 
search went and wishes she was holding his hand. He fantasizes about life with Tessie 
and his well-dressed step-son. He is startled back to reality when he hears a guard shout 
in an ‘I say the same damn thing every day voice’, “Take out everything in your pockets. 
No money. No keys. No cell phones. No weapons of any kind are allowed beyond this 
point. Make sure you have proper I.D.” 

Flava empties his pockets into a grey plastic basket and walks through the metal 
detector. He does not want to depart with his cell phone but knows it can’t go into the 
prison. As the guard hands him a metal tag with a number on it, he wonders, “Why don’t 
who people work for the prison ever say please, thank you or have a nice day?” 

Bootsie joins Flava in the line and empties her bag into the basket and both 
mother and son move to a guard sitting at a table with a funny blue light. They both get 
the back of their hands stamped with some invisible stuff that shows up under the funny 
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light. This is how guards make sure an inmate does not pull a switcheroo and walk out 
with the visitors instead of busting out l ik e they do in the movies. 

Flava hopes the mark of the beast does not wear off, especially in all this heat. He 
makes a mental note not to wipe his face with the back of his hand. He has been to prison 
enough times to know this is not the place for him. 

Bootsie and Flava join a group of people standing before another big door but this 
one is different. Off to the left, there is a guard behind a dark bulletproof booth watching 
visitors who are ushered in what seems like a capsule. All you hear is, “Step lively! Step 
lively!” As the group walks through, a big sliding door behind them slowly closes. Now a 
second door opens after the first door is shut. 

Flava says to the lady he cracked up earlier, “Who ever built this place sure don’t 
want anybody getting out without doing all of their time.” 

She slowly nods in agreement. 

The group now goes through what looks like a small lobby with bars where yet 
another gate has to be opened by a guard with a ring full of big keys. He then unlocks a 
normal looking door and the visitors step into the visiting room bathed in sunlight. It is 
almost like another world within another world. Everywhere you look there are men in 
green jumpsuits with big letters spelling DOCS on the back, sitting with women and their 
children. Some men are laughing, some are glaring and others look toward the door 
wondering if their loved one will visit. There is a steady beehive like buzz. It is 
impossible to hear individual conversation—just the sounds of people who have not seen, 
talked to or touched one another in a long time. 
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CHAPTER 5 
SINS OF THE FATHER 


Flava nervously reaches out for his mother’s hand. She keeps shaking him off as 
she searches for Snook. He said that he had a surprise for her in his last letter adding to 
the drama of the moment. Bootsie heads toward the front of the day room. The seats are 
arranged assembly style. There standing with several other brothers is Snook. He sees 
Bootsie and Flava around the same time they spot him. Bootsie lets out a squeal shaking 
everything she got as she takes tiny fast steps towards him in her high heels. Her arms are 
outstretched and her body is jiggling for all to see. Snook grabs Bootsie in his strong 
arms and they embrace while gently rocking in rhythm to a beat no one else hears. Flava 
stands off to the side just behind his mother. He does not want to interrupt this private 
public moment. 

When Snook finally breaks away from Bootsie, he takes a step back. Flava can 
see that his father’s eyes are tearing up. He is worried because he does not want the other 
guys in green to think that Snook is soft and make him clean their cell after visiting hours 
is over. Flava can’t help thinking that his father’s tears do not belong in prison. Snook 
looks at his son and holds out his arms for a hug. Flava does not know if he should run 
toward him or away so he stands still. 

He looks in his father’s face and sees himself older. Flava wish he inherited his 
father’s body instead of his looks. Snook was 6’3” and solid as a rock. His muscular 
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arms now reach out to Flava. Bootsie turns around and Flava can see that her face she 
worked on all day is messed up by her tears. He did not know if she was crying for him, 
for his father or for herself. Bootsie takes her son’s hand and puts it in Snook’s and steps 
back. 

Snook pulls Flava close. His body is shaking as he bends down and whispers in 
his ear, “Son, I am sorry.” 

Flava not knowing what to do or say mumbles, “I’m sorry too,” as he steps back. 

Bootsie’s feet start to hurt so she tells Snook, “Find a place fa us ta sit so we kin 
hear da surprise ya wrote me ‘bout las week.” 

Flava wonders if this is why he is here because of some surprise. He felt he could 
have stayed home and heard about it later. As they find three seats together, Flava asks 
Snook, “Where is the bathroom?” Snook, hurt by his son’s lack of response to his 
apology, never says a word. He points with his chin toward the wall near the entrance. 

Flava gets up and walks between the tables searching for the bathroom. He is 
taking the whole scene in as he walks when he spots Tessie sitting with her baby’s daddy. 
Jah looks so young and out of place to Flava. He should be on Wall Street making mad 
loot or in some fraternity doing stepping or something. 

He finds the bathroom and before stepping in peeks inside to make sure no one in 
green is in the stalls. He reminds himself to carefully wet a paper towel for his hands and 
not use the faucet because he does not want to wash off the secret prison mark. 

When Flava rejoins his parents he starts to daydream that he is on his skateboard 
at The X Games. The crowd assembled in his mind is cheering as he defies gravity doing 
increasingly difficult 360’s and 720’s in midair. Flava is snapped back to the prison 
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plastic chair when he hears a guard shout, “Time for the count. Time for the count. 
Everybody who is not an inmate must take a seat immediately and do not move. All 
inmates stand.” 

The room falls silent as the collective sound of several hundred men pushing 
multicolored plastic chairs back to stand fills the room. One of the guards begins to count 
each man standing and that count must match the count that was taken when each man 
entered the visiting room. This takes 15 minutes. Even the bad kids that were acting up 
on the check in line somehow know to keep still. After the count is completed the men 
are told that they can sit down and the beehive starts buzzing again. 

“Bootsie,” asks Snook, “So wat’s dis big surprise dat ya have fo me, ya know ah 
hate surprises.” Bootsie knows that if she was back home that his surprise would not 
stand a chance on her couch but she is in prison like every other man, woman, boy and 
girl. 

Before Snook could respond, a man asks everyone present for the graduation to 
make their way to the seats off to the side. The other visitors go on with their 
conversation. Snook motioned for Flava and Bootsie to move closer to the front. 

The man at the microphone thanks everyone for coming to the very first 
graduation of the Fathers Behind Bars Program. Flava looks at his mother as if to say, 
“This is the big surprise?” 

Bootsie has the same confused look on her face and shrugs her shoulders. Flava 
looks around and it seems like the people sitting behind him are in on the surprise. The 
first speaker was a big white man dressed in a blue uniform with gold stars on his 
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shoulders. He was sweating and kept wiping his brow with a soaked through 
handkerchief. He clears his throat as he slowly surveys the room as only a cop can. 

“My name is Dep Peter O’Malley, I am the Prison Watch Commander and on 
behalf of Warden Zedekiah Johnson, I am glad you are all here. I know it is not easy to 
do the ride from wherever is your point of departure and go through another hour of 
security checks.” 

Before he could finish his thought, a teenager, sitting in the back row shouts, “It 
was more like two hours ta git in here son!” 

Everyone starts laughing except the speaker. Picking up on this, the people 
refocus their attention back up front. O’Malley says a few more words and introduces 
Rev. Caleb Boone, founder of Fathers Behind Bars Program and the master of 
ceremonies. 

C.B., as is called by the men, strides confidently to the mi ke. He is a man’s man 
that most men, if honest, want to be like but will never admit it. He has a quick smile that 
pulls everyone to him. He sports a crisp white-on white collarless shirt, pressed black 
slacks and black shoes with a mirror-like shine. He has a cross-like piece hanging from 
around his neck. 

He starts out saying, in a rich baritone voice, “Today my brothers and sisters you 
are going to be a part of history. You are bearing witness to the first graduation of its kind 
anywhere in the nation. Fathers Behind Bars recruits men who voluntarily go through a 9 
month manhood and family development program. Fet me tell you what your father, 
grandfather, uncle, brother or boyfriend went through. First they had to submit a detailed 
application and pass a series of interviews conducted by my staff, social services, 
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chaplains and staff from the prison. If the men got through this round they had to write a 
personal family vision statement that two of the graduates, chosen by their peers in the 
program will read to you. 

The staff of Fathers Behind Bars recognizes that when a family member is locked 
up, the whole family is doing time. 11 1 want to leave this thought for anyone who is 
waiting on someone, hoping for something, anyone wishing that their change would 
come. The words are from a minor prophet by the name of Habakkuk. I know it is a 
funny sounding but homeboy was dead on when he said these words several thousand 
years ago: 

“The vision is yet for an appointed time and though it tarries it shall speak and 
shall not lie. Wait on it for it shall surely come”. 

Flava wonders, “How can somebody that he never heard of say something 
thousands of years ago that makes sense to people visiting dudes in prison. He wishes he 
had his cell phone so he could text his boys letting them know he was doing time not in 
Da Lil House but Da Big House up the river. Many of Flava’s peers think going to prison 
is no big thing. In fact if you did not do time some dudes would not want to hang with 
you. He used to glorify prison too but visiting his father convinces him otherwise. He 
knows that nothing on the street is worth losing your freedom over. He knows that if he 
ever got busted, he would not be able to bring his skateboard with him. Flava smiles to 
himself knowing that his dream of competing in The X Games is bigger than the 
nightmare many of his boys face after they get busted. 

11 High incarceration rates means there are children growing up without parents. In some instances 
grandmothers are pressed into service to raise their children’s children through kinship foster care. These 
grandmothers are in churches. Most do not talk about their struggles but need help. 
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CHAPTER 6 

LET THE WEAK SAY THEY ARE STRONG 


CB looks down at the program and calls Chaplain Correa to give the invocation. 
Before praying Rev. Correa asks the other chaplains in the audience to stand. 

“These men and women represent various faith traditions and are important 
partners with CB and Fathers Behind Bars,” he says in the sing-song tradition of Baptist 
preachers. “I want to publicly thank you for your dedication and prayers for the men, 
their families, their children and this innovative and needed program.” 

Chaplain Correa pauses for a moment then closes his eyes and begins to pray: 

“Dear God of the locked up as well as the free, we come at this time to thank you 
for power and grace and for letting the men know though they may be locked up they are 
never locked out of your Kingdom. Free the hearts, minds and souls of all under the 
sound of my voice. Bless Warden Zedekiah Johnson in his absence, Peter O’Malley, and 
all of the guards and Lo Debar Prison staff. Bless the fa mi lies that assemble here and may 
the words of the men on the program touch, heal and set free the bound as well as the 
free. We ask this in the Holy and Magnificent name of He that was, is and yet to come. 
Amen.” 

“Amen,” a few people in the audience respond. 

CB comes back and calls the first speaker. Flava can’t believe his ears when he 
hears the name Elijah True. Elijah gets up and Flava notices he is wearing a red carnation 
on his green jumpsuit like the other men sitting off to the side. Flava figures that all the 


- 38 - 



men upfront wearing red carnations are fathers in the program. He saw black fathers, 
Latino fathers and even a few white and Asian fathers all with red flowers. Flava 
remembers how adults always talk with great disgust about how sagging pants originated 
in prison. As Flava looks around he does not see any draws on display. 

Elijah’s hand holding his paper is shaking. He is clean shaven, average height and 
has a moustache that is remarkably trimmed considering razors are not “officially” 
allowed in prison. Flava turns around to see if he can spot Tessie. He wonders if she 
knew about the program that Elijah is enrolled. Her face, pretty as ever, has a blank 
expression. Elijah closes his eyes and his lips are moving but no words come out. Flava 
thinks that the mic is not working and maybe they all could pack up and go home. 

After looking over the audience Jah finally says, “Ladies and gentleman, my 
name is Elijah True. I am 23 years old and a first time offender. I am a father. My son is 
sitting with his mother. He is 4 years old and his name is Hezzie which is short for 
Hezekiah. This is the second time I have seen him. I say this, not out of pride, but in 
recognition that I have been everything but a good father to my son. I was raised in a 
tight home. I have parents that love me but I would not accept their love—especially 
since most of my friends came from homes where love was in short supply. 

I soon began to resent my parents mainly for insisting that I be somebody. Did I 
tell you my father is a Pastor? Probably not. He is the head of the church where most of 
my family are members. I was the only kid on my block that went to church, had to do 
chores and sit down to family dinner. I wanted nothing to do with this safe and boring 
life. My parents always said that I would be a preacher—that was never my dream—in 
fact it was a nightmare. The more they wanted me to be somebody the more determined I 
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was to be nobody. They loved me, I always knew that. I hurt them the only way I knew I 
could—and that was by failing them and failing an unfailing God.” 

Jah steps back from the podium. He takes a deep breath and looks like he is going 
to breakdown. CB comes over and gives him a scratchy brown prison paper towel to wipe 
his eyes and whispers something in his ear. At that moment Flava looks back and catches 
a glimpse of Tessie. She is crying too. Filled with sudden emotion that surprises him, 
Flava doesn’t know if he should march to the back where Tessie is seated and comfort 
her or leap over chairs and punch out her tormentor. As Flava is turning back around, he 
notices that many of the women—some old enough to be Jah’s mother and some of the 
young girls that probably want to have his baby—are also crying. 

Jah composes himself, steps back to the mic and continues, “I started hanging out 
with people that thought nothing of doing crimes, getting high, ditching school; in short, I 
was wasting my life before living my life. I became what I was warned against becoming. 
My life did not unravel all at once—more like inch by inch, day by day. You can make 
bad decisions that don’t seem so bad until the last one blows up in your face. For all of 
the three years I have been here, not one of my boys have come to see me or write—well 
writing ain’t quite their thing. My parents are embarrassed and the few times they have 
come my father does not talk to me. Before he leaves he prays that God restores the True 
name in the church. All my mother does is cry. I asked her not to come back because I 
am already depressed. 

In all of this madness God gave me a gift—a girl that loved me and wanted only 
the best for me, a girl that has visited me no matter if it is hot like today, raining or 
snowing. She is an earth angel and I dogged her out. She did not deserve what I gave her. 
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Even though her life was harder than mine, she refused to let her circumstance become 
her destiny. She refused to become nobody—even though many people, including my 
parents, did not think much of her. All she wanted was somebody to love. She has my son 
Hezzie and I am determined that he does not follow in my footsteps as many children 
with incarcerated parents have done. 

I have been in Lo Debar for three years because I thought being the getaway 
driver for a robbery was safe—ain’t it funny how your mind can figure out how you can 
do something that you vowed you would never do? This same mind that messed up is the 
same mind determined to focus on my son, and if she lets me, look out for Tessie, my 
baby’s momma. There is a passage of scripture that I heard over and over but I got the 
meaning in here. It is, ‘Do not conform to the world but be transformed by the renewing 
of your mind.’ I want a new mind to go with a new chance to make wrong right.” 

By this time you could hear muted sobs all over the visiting room. Tessie is 
shaking her head and hands almost at the same speed. It was like all of her pain, all of her 
sorrow, all of her grief, embarrassment and anger collided at once. Several women rush 
over to her with paper towels softened in plastic cups filled with warm water. Flava 
started to bolt to the back but Bootsie grabs his arm and gives him a look as if to say, 
‘‘Where the hell you think you going?!” 

CB comes back to the mic and says, “Jah has one more page to go but given the 
fact that he has not only touched his deepest emotion that most men are unaware exists— 
he also managed to ask for forgiveness in front of all of you. He has fulfilled the 
expectation and purpose of Fathers Behind Bars. Show some love for Brother Elijah 
True. With that said, I want to bring up The Fo Debar Prison Band.” 
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Four inmates get up—one dark skin brother with two or three front teeth missing 
straps on his bass guitar. A thin, light skin Latino brother sets up on the congas and a 
brother with the wildest dreads in captivity warms up on the sax. There is a heavyset 
inmate who is the lead singer sitting behind keyboards that look like a toy in front of his 
wide body. He says in a strong voice, “My name is Darren Lewis Grayson—everybody in 
here calls me DLG which are my initials but could also mean Da Large Guy.” 

The audience burst out laughing as the big man with a big smile waits. He says, “I 
formed this group seven years ago to make my time pass while I fantasized about 
becoming famous and making money when I get out. Over time I discovered that music 
can do more than make you money, when it is done right and when the heart and soul are 
in rhythm, words put to music can save a life by lyrically touching life. So here for you 
for the first time ever we want to offer this song for all the brothers that can feel it called 
Baby Please Forgive Me.” 

The audience claps as the guy on the sax blows a powerful opening riff. DLG 
closes his eyes, opens his mouth and his spirit leaves the prison. His voice sounds like it 
does not belong in his or any other human being’s body. A tear makes its way down 
DLG’s face as he asks over and over through the song, 

“Baby please forgive me just give me one more chance. 

Let me prove to you this love I want more than wild romance. 

I want to love you and keep you forever by my side. 

Baby, just say that you will stay with me and together we will ride. 

Our love ship headed beyond the moon, star and sun. 

Together you and me riding in rhythm forever we are one. 

I know I did some wrong and in sorrow I had to pay 

But if you take me back, if you take me back these words I must say 

Baby please forgive me just give me one more chance, 

a chance, 

a chance to make it right. 

If you say yes, oh please say yes we can make it through this night.” 
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The audience, including the people not part of the graduation, stands up and claps 
and yells in approval. The music is tight and the words are right. 

CB comes back upfront and asks the audience to show more love to the men in 
the band who are all graduates of Fathers Behind Bars Program. Once the noise dies 
down, CB calls the last speaker Josiah Asher up to the podium. Bootsie lets out a loud 
gasp. Flava turns to her as he wonders what’s wrong with her now. It becomes apparent 
when Snook gets up and goes to the podium. Flava knew his father’s first name was Joe, 
not Josiah, so he blanked on it. He thought Snook was right—he sure did have a surprise. 

Snook walks calmly to the mic and introduces himself. 

“My name is Josiah Asher. Everybody calls me Snook and for now that name 
works for me. I am serving a 15 to life sentence under the Rockefeller Drug Law for sale 
and distribution of a controlled substance. If you count the time already served, I have 
spent most of my life wasting my life. I was bom in an abusive household. My father was 
an abusive drunk and a womanizer. My siblings that I know of are either in jail, living on 
the streets or dead. I tried to medicate myself with drugs to dull the pain caused by my 
life and by the horrible, shortsighted decisions I made. I convinced myself that life did 
not matter, that I did not matter—that there were no real consequences for my behavior. 

I found running partners that were slick and fast with their hands, feet, mouth and 
mind but it became clear that they were not slicker or faster than life. Life took them all 
down-every last one of them—either doing time, dead in the ground, or dead and have 
not fallen down yet. It took me years to learn that the height of the hustle is hustling your 
own mind to believe the unbelievable. That’s right I conned myself into believing that I 
could be somebody by being nobody. I have paid a high price, more than I could ever 
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hustle, deal or steal for my foolishness many times over. I have wasted a gift more 
precious than silver or gold—I have wasted—I mean gave away time—valuable time that 
once gone will never return.” 

Flava looks at his wrist to see the time but remembers that he had to check his 
watch. He sighs loud enough for his mother to hear. She pokes her elbow in his side as a 
cue to shut up and sit still. 

“I met a young girl she is sitting right over there.” Snook points straight at 
Bootsie. 

Flava thinks she will be embarrassed like he is, but to his shock, she stands up and 
slowly bows to the left and right like she was some African princess or something. Snook 
motions for Bootsie to sit and regains his place on his paper. 

“I not only ran the streets but I corrupted others with my lifestyle. The use of 
Crack cracked any dreams I may have had, cracked my judgment and any sense of 
humanity I was born with. The demon took control of me. I introduced Crack to that 
woman you saw stand up. She was the love of my life and we both traded that love for 
Crack. Crack was an unfaithful lover and drove us to the depths of darkness that neither 
one of us knew existed; a dark place where kindness, love, truth and respect were non¬ 
existent. Because my son is here, I do not want to go there. All I want to say to my 
woman is that I am sorry for what I introduced to you. I am sorry for all of the heartache, 
grief and pain that became normal between us. I can handle it if you do not accept my 
apology but I will not be able to go on if I did not make an apology. 

What I can’t handle is knowing that I produced a son and never did anything for 
him but make him. I am locked up in this place and I have seen with my own eyes three 
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generations of men—the grandfather, father and son all doing time in this place. I have 
come to the point in my life when I no longer want to continue what has been called 

12 

generational curses. I don’t want my child, my seed, my son to be in a place like this.” 

Flava is feeling uncomfortable and begins to sweat like Peter O’Malley. He 
wonders if his father is going to ask him to stand or worse for him to say something. 
Instead Snook starts to tear up again. Flava worries all over that the prisoners are going to 
punk him for real once the program is over. Flava looks off to the side and sees that most 
of the graduates are either crying, or fighting hard not to cry. What kind of prison is this 
Flava wonders? 

Snook regains his composure and says, “I am determined that I will spend the rest 
of my life being a real man—not a boy in a man’s body. I know now that a real man takes 
responsibility for his actions and for his family. A real man does not make excuses, pass 
the buck or steal the buck. I believe that my appointed time that Brother CB mentioned 
has come. I know that these steel bars may have the power to lock me up but can never 
lock out the change I seek. I am talking about a wonderful change, a powerful change, a 
miraculous change, a destined change; and what I pray, a life lasting change. 

I may be doing time in Lo Debar Prison, but I have learned this valuable lesson: 
that time does not have to do me. I may be locked up but thanks to Fathers Behind Bars I 
am not locked out. So I leave you with this thought that has pulled the scales of 
foolishness and illusion from my eyes and out of my mind: ‘”Let the weak say they are 
strong! Let the weak say they are strong!” 


12 It is sad when going to prison is handed down like a legacy in other families. Cross Reference: 
See “Working With Children of Incarcerated Parents,” 94-101. 
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All at once the men in green jumpsuits with the red carnations and the people in 
the audience take up the chant, “Let the weak say they are strong.” The guards stand at 
the ready because of the growing charged atmosphere. Some of the people on the other 
side of the visiting room stand up not sure of what just happened but know that 
something powerful was happening. 

The Lo Debar Blues Band start playing Earth Wind and Fire’s ‘Celebration’ and 
the people stopped chanting and started singing and dancing, hugging and crying. It was 
like a spirit had found its way beyond the protected walls, past metal detectors, through 
the bars and locked doors. All 120 graduates and visitors locked up in the visitor’s room 
rejoiced. Even Flava got up on his feet and clapped, sang and cried. 

He looked around for Tessie and managed to see through the crowd that she was 
holding her son and her changed man close to her. Her tears, no longer signaling 
brokenness, were now tears of joy. Flava had to reluctantly admit to himself that he 
would never have a life with Tessie and he sensed that her life was about to change for 
the better. No sooner than he said this to himself he looked at his mother and wondered 
what changes were in store for him and her. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CHANGE GONNA COME 


Two weeks have passed since the incident at Lo Debar prison. Flava keeps 
hearing his father’s words echoing inside of him: ‘Let the weak say they are strong’. He 
has had several powerful dreams that he can remember in detail about his prison 
experience. Every night he goes to bed thinking about Tessie and each morning he wakes 
up with his father on his mind. Life around the house is the same yet different. He knows 
his mom has not had any men visitors since returning from Lo Debar because Llava can’t 
find any pocket change behind the sofa pillow. 

In fact. Bootsie has cut down on her drinking and going out to the after hour spot 
across from the W.E.B DuBois Projects. She no longer brags, “I always shut down da 
club and leave wid da best lookin’ man on my arm.” He even overheard his mother tell 
one of her friends on the phone to stop calling her Bootsie. 

Llava has had several conversations with his mother and can’t believe she was 
really listening and not looking past him or her watch as if she couldn’t wait for the talk 
to end. He is also in a bit of a daze and has only jumped the Divine Revelation stairs once 
since the prison surprise because he knows it is not good to be on a skateboard and not be 
able to concentrate. 

That is the main reason he stopped puffing blunts with his friends. He did not 
know he had problems concentrating until he saw how hard it was to do. He discovered 
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that no one can teach a person how to concentrate even though concentration is the base 
for all learning. Flava knows that the inability to concentrate has messed up many of his 
friends and their parents. 

There’s a knock at the door and Bootsie yells, “Flava, git da door, it’s probably fo 
you anyway, my nails are wet, hurry up.” 

Flava pulls back the metal pole of the Fox lock and opens the door. He is 
surprised to see his best friend Jonathan Davidson (aka JD) who lives on the same 
apartment line one floor below. Jonathan face is bruised and the white part of his eye is 
red. Flava’s first thought was that Jonathan got jumped on the stairwell. He can barely get 
out the question, “Son what happened to you?” 

Jonathan smiles and says, “Chill... I got beat in last night. I am officially a 
member of Molech Mobsters. 13 1 get mah Double MM’s on mah arm next week. I may 
get one wid a heart over my heart too.” 

Flava tries hard to hide his disappointment. He thought turning Jonathan on to 
skateboarding would turn his head away from the Molech Mobsters. Flava asks with 
undisguised nonchalance, “So what happened last night?” 

Jonathan looks around the dark apartment and asks, “Is ya moms home? I don’t 
want her listenin’. She’ll go blabbin’ ta mah moms and ah’ll be out in da street for real. 
Mah mother thinks dat da same damn thing dat happened to mah older brother will 
happen ta me. I ain’t no punk, and ain’t nobody gonna bust a cap in me and live.” 

13 Most adults cannot understand why a young person would join a gang. In fact little is known 
about gangs or gang culture. Gangs date back in American history—they are not an inner-city phenomena. 
The same things gangs offer to young people can be offered by the church, namely: a sense of belonging,; 
identity; protection/safety; merit promotion; believable recruiters; response to outside threats and deal with 
one’s adversary harshly. Learn from your competitor and then out-do your competitor—it is the American 
way. 
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Flava responds, “Ma is in the back doing her nails. Believe me nothing will pull 
her away until she is done. Can you tell me why you feel you have to join a gang—ain’t 
the team you grew up with enough for you? I mean, how could you put down your 
friends that know you all of your life just to have some MM tat over your heart? Besides, 
there is always beef between MM and Tombstone Crew. Ain’t you scared?” 

Jonathan looks around the apartment again and then turns back to Flava, “Hey I 
told ya last month dat I was makin’ dis move. Why can’t ya show some love ta a brother? 
Um tired of dodgin’ Tombstone Crew. MM offers family and protection son. Ah kin text 
911 wid an address and MM boys will come rollin’ hard, deep and strapped.” 

Jonathan tries to make Flava laugh to bust up the tension, “If I called you with an 
emergency, you’d come rollin’ alright, rollin’ on dat skateboard—and probably be too 
late.” 

Flava smiles weakly and decides to change the subject but not before getting a last 
dig, “Hey Jonathan are the Molechs going to let you go back to school; you know it starts 
next week?” 

Jonathan laughs and then says, “How kin ah forget school starts next week? Ain’t 
dat your birthday, September 8 th and mine is da 9 th ? Ya member when our moms gave us 
dat tired surprise party when we turned twelve?” 

“Yeah,” Flava says laughing. There was nothing but guys standing along one wall 
and one girl named Ruth I liked on the other wall.” 

“What happen ta da other girls, I mean 1 girl for 12 boys dat was messed up fo 

real.” 
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“I didn’t care about other girls, all I wanted was Ruth. I used to call her Baby 
Ruth and I would crack up. She laughed too sometimes, especially when no one else was 
around.” 

“Yeah Flava, dats why ya girl dat didn’t know she was ya girl got stolen at your 
own party cuz ya weak den and weak now!” 

“Least I had a girl to lose. You showed up alone and left alone.” 

“Ain’t dat da truth.; ah told mah moms no mo surprise parties—we both got 
surprised.” 

“More like shocked”, Flava added. “What was worse I had to hear about our 
busted party from suckers that were not even invited.” 

“Whatever happened ta ya fake girlfriend Ruth? Did she move or somethin’?” 

“You didn’t hear?! More like she got moved on,” Flava says to Jonathan while 
poking out and rubbing his belly. “Right after the party Baby Ruth had her own party and 
now got a baby to show for it. You don’t remember seeing her at the park with the 
stroller looking for Gyp?” 

Jonathan’s eyes stretch wide, “Whhhhaaaaattt? Son don’t tell me dat Gyp da 
daddy yo? How many kids he got—two or three?” 

“Who knows and who cares? He ain’t taking care of none of them anyway. He 
looks for girls who want to have babies and gives them their heart’s desire. He always 
saying he is providing a pleasure service. Gyp don’t care about nobody but Gyp. I warned 
a couple of girls that go to the church cross the street to stay away from him. But you 
know how some girls love a ruff-neck and a hard time. What can I say? I guess you will 
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find out if that is true once you start rocking your orange and black Molech Mobster 
flag.” 

“Look Flava, I don’t need no gang to pull shorties. Ya know Ima playa playa from 
way back. Where ya girls at punk? I ain’t seen none ridin’ on your skateboard. Now dats 
some dangerous stuff.” 

“I’ll tell you what’s dangerous,” Flava quickly jumps in. “It is a Tombstone Crew 
drive-by emptying a clip from a dock and you and innocent children getting shot down. 
At least when I fall I can get back up again.” 

“Shut up man”, Jonathan says through clenched teeth,—“Ya startin’ ta sound l ik e 
mah moms always worryin’ ‘bout stuff she don’t know nuthin’ ‘bout. Yes mah brother 
got shot, but if he was strapped it woulda been another funeral and not his. Dat’s why 
Ima always have one in the chamber son. Ima git respect and if somebody acts crazy da 
last thing dey see is da last thing dey see. “ 

Jonathan cocks his head to the side and stares letting Flava know to change the 
subject for good. Jonathan looks away and then turns back and ask his best friends, “Ya 
wanna go cross town wit me or are you scared? If you hang, I’ll letcha have some white 
high top sneakers mah mom’s bought and I never wore. Dey still in da box wid da price 
tag on em. Mah next pair joints gotta be orange and black.” 
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CHAPTER 8 
NIMROD ACADEMY 


Summer vacation was just about up and Flava is going to start a new school called 
Nimrod Academy designed to meet the education needs of over age and under credit 
students in danger of dropping out or being thrown out. Flava told half the truth to his 
mother explaining why he is going to his third school in three years when he said that his 
transfer from his old school was arranged because it did not have a school nurse given his 
past struggle with asthma. He never mentioned to his mother his consecutive absences, 
cut classes and notes he intercepted from school. His last home room advisor told him 
over and over that he has ability to do well in school but lacks motivation. 

Flava knows he could do better but he is bored with school and feels why bother? 
Most of his friends make fun of kids who are smart. It seems like the smarter you are the 
dumber they make you feel. 

When challenged by teachers to work up to his potential Flava thinks about a guy 
he heard about called AZ (his real name was Azariah Rodriquez but no one could 
pronounce his first name) that grew up in the Arturo Schomburg Projects. His moms tried 
to encourage his curiosity and bought him a chemistry set for his 12 th birthday. AZ was 
unmercifully ridiculed by his peers. He was called names like Dr. Erkell, Professor 
Project (he actually liked this name), bookworm, nerd and dummy even though he was 
the only person in his school that took and passed the Chemistry Regents. 
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AZ was accepted to three Ivy League schools, Yale, Brown and Harvard and was 
set to leave for college after Labor Day. His body was found at the bottom of the elevator 
shaft in his building. Till this day 20 years later it is not known if he fell while foolishly 
riding on top of the elevator or was pushed down the shaft, as rumor would have it, by 
dealers he refused to teach how to turn powdered cocaine into crack. 

Flava and some of his friends decide to go to the movies to celebrate his birthday. 
When he gets home, he lays his clothes out for school. He wants to make a good 
impression on his new teachers and be on time. He is sick and tired of starting school and 
then leaving especially since he turned seventeen. He has a good feeling about Nimrod 
Academy. Even though it is a new school some kids from around the way said it turned 
their lives around. He likes the fact that the school is located downtown so he does not 
have to contend with Molech Mobsters or Tombstone Comer turf issues. In fact his 
school is in the business district and they have a co-op program where you alternate 
between work and school. 

Flava wakes up before his clock radio goes off. He is surprised by his new found 
desire to get to school. Usually his mother has to repeatedly call him to get up. He goes 
into the bathroom and the first thing he does after brushing his teeth is brush the fuzz 
over his lip. He is convinced that his moustache is a sign of manhood and change. Flava 
gobbles a peanut butter and jelly sandwich that he hastily makes and drinks juice from 
the carton. As he walks toward the door and shifts the Fox Fock he calls out, “Hey ma 
I‘m outta here.” Flava is caught by surprise seeing his mother walk out of her room 
dressed. 
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He asks, “Where are you going so early? It is 7:30 in the morning.” 

Bootsie proudly responds, “Um goin’ downtown ta a job program called Work 
Works. Dats da place dat found Ayo (Jonathan Davidson’s mother) her secretary job 
which pulled her and her son off da welfare roll. She tole me dat dey train ya, give ya a 
stipend and when ya finish, dey find ya a job. Um sick n tired of wastin’ time ah will 
never see agin. If ah want it ah havta go git it. Ah had it twisted, ah thought ‘cause ah 
wanted it, it would come ta me. Ah see ya up and ready too and I didn’t have to call you. 
When I heard the water running I was shocked.” 

“Yeah me too,” Flava replied with a half-smile, “I guess we both want to make 
time work for us.” 

They walk down the stairs and are surprised that the lights are fixed on the lower 
floors. Flava takes the newfound light as a positive sign. A $1.00 van pulls up to the curb 
as soon as they got to the stop. Bootsie thought that Flava was walking her, she had no 
idea that he was getting in. Once seated she asks, “Where ya goin?” 

Flava says, “Ma I told you that I am going to a new school downtown, 
remember?” 

Bootsie, still processing Snook’s transformation, thinks she probably forgot. She 
and Flava have been getting along so well lately she does not want to start a van fight, so 
she says, “Oh,” and leaves it there. 

Flava is relieved. He tells his mother about Nimrod Academy’s co-op program 
and the school’s growing reputation. 
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Bootsie is very excited for Flava and herself. She says in a low voice while 
looking straight ahead, “Ya know ah made plenty of mistakes growin’ up. Ah have not 
always been da best mother ta you. Ah wanna make ya proud.” 

Flava is caught completely off guard. His mother never stepped to him like this. 
He doesn’t want the other riders all up in their business so he puts on a fake smile and 
nervously nods his head. Before she can say another word he jumps in and says, “Ma 
let’s talk about this when we get home.” 

Bootsie, looking around the van that is almost filled, agrees, and both ride to the 
train in silence. 

Flava walks into the school and the first thing he notices is that there is no metal 
detector. He starts to get nervous not knowing who may be packing. He takes a deep 
breath and walks into the building. Nimrod Academy occupies three floors in an old 
elementary school that was closed due to low performance and dwindling enrollment. 

The building is clean—no graffiti outside or inside from what Flava can tell. He asks the 
security guard, “Can you tell me where the orientation for new students is held?” 

The guard says politely motioning with her hand, “Scholar all you have to do is 
walk straight down this hall, hang a left after going through the double doors and you will 
see the auditorium.” 

Flava thinks, Scholar, I ain’t never been called that before. In fact he cannot recall 
having a civil conversation with a school security guard. As he walks he notices that the 
hallways are brightly painted and he can see student’s papers on the wall. Pushing one of 
the stiff double doors he sees a sign that says Nimrod Academy Hall of Fame. He looks 
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on the wall and sees faces and write-ups of famous African Americans and Latinos. He 
reads one of the bios about Benjamin Banneker. He never heard of him. He cannot 
believe what he reads about a black man laying out the city streets of Washington D.C. 

He would have bet a white man did it because all of the government buildings down there 
are white. 

Flava walks into the auditorium and immediately notices that everything is 
organized. The students are sitting waiting to be called in groups. Flava is directed to a 
seat by a young female teacher holding a clipboard with all of the student’s names. He 
hopes she is his teacher. When he is seated and looks around he sees that most of the 
teachers are young but he can tell they are no joke. They talk to students like they are 
used to being obeyed instead of yelling and threatening or trying to act like they from 
around the way. Nothing turns Flava off more than a teacher trying to be down when they 
are not really down. This is one of the reasons Flava makes himself speak correctly. On 
several occasions he has told teachers to be themselves because it is easier and you don’t 
have to remember as much. 

Flava spots a short, slim Spanish lady with long straight hair going up to the mic. 
He wonders who she is. She looks young too. She says in a strong confident voice with a 
slight accent, “My name is Deborah Maria De La Sol. I ask that you address me as Ms. 

De La Sol because I have children older than the oldest student here. I am the founder 
and chief leader of this school. As I tell my own children, I can be your best dream or 
your worst nightmare—I am as nice as you let me be. All of the teachers here are hand¬ 
picked by me and want to be here. We have all of your records. We know what you did 
before you got here but we will not define you by your past. You have an opportunity to 
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get a fresh start. We will not judge you but we will not tolerate anything short of your 
best. I expect every instructor, counselor, assistant teacher, parent coordinator, kitchen 
staff member and security to give their best and operate in a manner that is firm, 
consistent and respectful. 

Please do not let problems get to me—whatever jumps off in the class, in the 
halls, it will be to your advantage to work it out with your teachers and counselors, 
because if it gets to me that means it is serious, and I deal with serious stuff in a serious 
manner. Don’t let my shortness fool you. I am in this for the long haul—this is my life. 
This is what I was born to do. I have heard every excuse, hustle and con so please always 
tell me the truth because I will always tell you the truth because the truth can set you free. 
One truth that I want to share right off the bat is that you are not stupid, crazy, beyond 
reach or hope. 

Some of the teachers you will meet have been written up, written off, or written 
out when they were your age but here they are reaching back so you can reach up. From 
this time forward all of you will be referred to as Scholar. 14 We take academics seriously 
because a good education is what is going to save your life and we want to put positive 
thoughts about yourself in your mind because as a person thinks—so they do.” 

Flava is sitting straight up in his seat and so are the other students in the 
auditorium because of how Ms. De La Sol is droppin science. She is calm and powerful 
at the same time. He spots some of his friends from his old school and they are sitting 
still too. To Flava, this is a school miracle as he watches this little lady hold the attention 

14 Calling students ‘scholar’ sets up a positive expectation and normative environment goals. So 
many students carry negative labels throughout their lives. One of the more overused ‘catchall’’ negative 
terms emanating from parents is the spirit crushing word ‘stupid’. Scholar is the polar opposite of stupid. 
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of a whole auditorium of kids that have messed up, been thrown out of schools, forgotten 
and even hated because they did not act right. 

The principal is on a roll, every eye is still on her. She pulls out a tissue and 
begins to dab her eyes. After a pause she says in a softer voice, “I want to tell you 
something about me so you understand exactly where I am coming from and why I do 
what I do. I was bom to teen parents who were not ready to be parents. They both were 
carefree, irresponsible and on drugs. My father died before I could walk or talk. It could 
have been AIDS, a drug overdose or a hit by a rival gang. I can’t remember. My mother 
and I lived, off and on, with a few relatives but mostly I called home the various 
homeless shelters around the city. 

My mother had a second child named Marisol. I never met her father; he was 
some guy my mother met on the street. With my mother on a mission to get high, I 
became my baby sister’s mom. While growing up in what was called a welfare hotel, we 
lost the fear of rats and got used to being cold and hungry most nights. We played all 
kind of games with other children in the hallways. Me, Marisol and my mother, when she 
was home if you want to call a welfare hotel home, slept together for warmth and 
protection in a broken down bug-infested bed. Most times we ate potato chips for 
breakfast, candy for lunch and fast food for dinner. When my mother got her check we 
would sometimes go to the local greasy spoon—if she did not blow it on drugs. 

I want you to know that what was designed to destroy me made me stronger. I 
was determined to leam how to read. I wanted to be somebody in life and escape this 
trap. I wanted to live better than my parents. I started a school in the stairwell of the hotel 
and taught my baby sister and other children how to read, write and do math. I refused to 
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let this part of my life become the rest of my life. I turned my anger and frustration into a 
stepstool. I raised myself up and out. I was able to get a scholarship to college even 
though I had to take three trains and sometimes a bus to stay in the same high school. I 
went to college and graduate school. Next year I am going back for a doctorate. You are 
never too old to learn.” 

Miss De La Sol stops for a moment to acknowledge the faint applause. She looks 
away as if to gather strength. Flava sees similarities and big differences in his life story 
and the principal’s. He wonders if she is small like him because she was a Crack baby or 
was she bom short. He wishes he knew where she got her thirst for knowledge from; and 
how did she know she could teach kids to read and do math? 

As Flava tunes back in he hears, “This is why I do what I do. This is why I will 
not give up on you. I will go through hell with gasoline draws on for you if you want 
something out of life. If you decide you don’t that is your right. What you don’t have a 
right to do is stop me or my staff from helping someone else. That will not happen! I will 
not let anyone slip who does not want to fall. I want you to know that no plan, no scheme 
no device formed against you will work unless you let it work.” 

Flava starts to feel funny inside like how he felt at Lo Debar Prison when 
everybody started bugging. He looks around the auditorium and most of the males got 
their heads down or cocked to the side looking toward the ceiling. The females are crying 
as most of the teaching staff. There is something happening in this school that never 
happened in any school Flava attended. He feels like he belongs to something bigger than 
himself, almost as big as his dream to win the Skateboard X Games. 
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After the principal finish speaking, the auditorium goes dark and a student-made 
film about the school is shown. 15 The new students hear old students talk about where 
they were on entry and where they are headed. The Nimrod Academy staff knows that 
students speaking to students is powerful and have studied ways to use peer pressure in a 
positive way. Most of the speakers in the film are going to college. That is something 
Flava thought happened to other people not people from the neighborhood. No one in his 
family ever went to college—in fact no one in his family ever completed high school. 

Flava hears his name called along with some other students to report to 321. 
When he gets to the room he finds that the chairs are arranged in a circle. The teacher 
introduces himself saying, “My name is Mr. Curtis Joseph. You can call me Mr. CJ or 
Mr. Joseph. My story is not as dramatic as Ms. De La Sol. I was born in the Midwest. I 
am a graduate of Howard University. We were told that we had a duty to help lift our 
people out of poverty by giving back, promoting high ideals and demonstrating self and 
communal love. I am also a newly called youth pastor at a church uptown. 16 

Flava is trying to figure out if communal love is like an orgy or something. It 
suddenly dawns on him that this is the first male teacher of color that he has ever had in 
his life. 


15 This is a good example of an asset rich approach to youth development where young people are 
involved not as a problem to be figured out but as an answer that can help out other young people. Most 
programs follow a deficit model when dealing with youth needs. Cross Reference: See Chapter Four “The 
40 Developmental Assets,” 28-29. 

16 Youth Pastors are important to the present and future life of the church. Even if a congregation 
does not have a dedicated youth budget and/or youth pastor, engaging youth development must take place. 
Good youth Pastors can interchange lessons in and out of the church. Cross Reference: See Chapter Eleven 
“Youth Pastor Survey,” 102. 
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17 

He sizes up Mr. Joseph and wonders if he is over 25 years old. He thinks about 


why black men are so scarce in the lives of young people except for cops, detects or 
probation officers. 

The teacher gives out some papers to the class saying, “The document in your 
possession is a contract that your parent, grandparent or guardian must fill out—no 
excuses. The contract is our way to be sure that everyone is on the same page as far as 
your education is concerned. It spells out the expectation we have of you and what you 
can expect from the school. We expect your people to play a role in your growth and 
development. We will also offer parent workshops to better help them help you. 

Let me read the first paragraph of the contract aloud just so you and your parents 
or guardians know. ‘I promise I will do all in my power to act in the best interest of my 
Scholar. I will attend school meetings on a regular basis, I will respond to phone calls 
from school officials and teachers and I will volunteer at least 5 hours every semester at 
Nimrod Academy. I will make sure that my Scholar completes all assignments in a timely 
manner.” 18 

Before Mr. Joseph could go on, one of the students raises his hand and says in 
accented voice, “I no think abuela kin sign dis she dunno how ta read too good.” The 
class erupts in laughter. Mr. Joseph holds up his hand until quiet returns and says, “All of 
you who laughed at your fellow Scholar violated the foundational house rule of Nimrod 


17 Most inner-city schools get the youngest and therefore least experienced teachers. 

18 Parents must be proactively involved in the development of their child. In many schools parents 
are called in when there are problems. Unfortunately some schools see parents as the enemy or a barrier to 
be overcome. When parent needs and their children’s need are recognized and respected growth in both 
parent and child can occur. Cross Reference: See Chapter Five “Parent Surve,” 36. 
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Academy but since you didn’t know what you did you will be forgiven—this time—and 
will not have to read one of those books over there.” 

He points to a bookshelf with three rows of books neatly stacked. He continues in 
a most serious tone, ‘‘We never, I mean never laugh at anybody in this building. There is 
no one more important than anyone else in here and that includes me. We are a family. In 
fact this is called Family Advisee Group—not homeroom or section class as most of you 
are used to hearing. We laugh with... never at—you got it?” Hearing a faint response, 

Mr. Joseph says in a drill sergeant like voice, “DO YOU HEAR ME?” The class is 
caught by surprise by the teacher’s dramatic voice change and responds in the 
affirmative. 

Mr. Joseph continues to go through the structure of the school day and answers 
questions the students pose to him. His patience and control of the class is like Miss De 
La Sol. Flava notices that he is not nervous, stressed or act like he does not want to be 
there. He does not seem like the type of teacher that will throw in your face, I get paid if 
you learn or not! In the past when Flava heard this comment he would tell his friends, 
“That may be true but why speak on it?” 

Mr. Joseph walks back to his desk and pulls out more papers. He says to the class, 
“Before you leave today’s orientation, I want to give out your first assignment due right 
after Thanksgiving. I am giving you over two months to complete this task. If anyone has 
difficulties, please tell me before the due date. I repeat for those who hear what they want 
to hear... Give me a shout out before the due date if you need help. I will not accept any 
excuses the day the assignment is due. 
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Scholars your lives are your responsibility—not mine, your friends or anyone 
else. You can’t pay the rent with excuses, you cannot pay college tuition with excuses 
and you cannot buy groceries with excuses so don’t try and redeem any tired excuses 
here because this class is a No Excuse Zone.” Mr. Joseph cracks himself up and most of 
the students laugh along with him. 

“Now here is your assignment. You are to write a 300 word essay from this 
thought: Dreams Can Come True. 19 If you have difficulty writing we have voice activated 
tape recorders donated by Divine Revelation International Church which has adopted 
Nimrod Academy through the leadership of their new pastor Reverend Caleb Boone. 

Flava cannot believe his ears. He did not know that the church did anything to 
help the community especially since it was closed. He thinks about the name Reverend 
Caleb Boone and it sounds so familiar but he can’t quite place it. 

“Scholars, does anyone have any questions about the assignment? I warn you not 
to wait till the last minute to get this done. I don’t want any rush jobs. And know that 
your dreams may change and that is okay—just write it, record it, draw it, rap it—just 
don’t come in and tell me it changed and sit down and have nothing to say—remember 
this class is...” Before he can finish his thought the students shout out in unison, “A No 
Excuse Zone.” 

Mr. Joseph pumps both fist in the air like he just scored a winning touchdown. 

His enthusiasm wraps around the whole class. He continues saying, “No one will be able 
to comment on anyone’s dream. And for sure no one will laugh at a presenter. If you do 

19 Many of our young people have either lost the ability to dream or are lost in their dreams. 
Dreams without the hard work needed to make them come true turn into nightmares. This assignment helps 
to make the dream plain and helps the young person and adults recognize key dream blockage points. 
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not have a dream then write about what gets in the way of you dreaming. Hear me from 
the heart, Scholars; Nimrod Academy is all about helping to make your dreams come true 
and ending the nightmare caused by low self-esteem, low aim and low living. 

I will see you bright and early tomorrow. You are to report directly to Family 
Advisee Group in this same room and every day of your stay at Nimrod Academy. We 
will start the school day on emphasizing highlights and lowlights of the day before. 
Scholars, let me repeat my earlier statement, this is going to be your family away from 
your family. It is up to you what type of family you want to create. See you tomorrow.” 
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CHAPTER 9 

LOOKING BUT NOT SEEING 


Flava has not missed a day of school since he started, not even for Halloween, 
which is a record for him. He is reading books that he never heard of before. One title he 
likes is Jonathan Livingstone Seagull. An old man who volunteers at the library 
recommended the book when Flava got his first library card. He likes the book partly 
because of its message and that the title reminds him of his best friend Jonathan 
Davidson. Flava rarely sees him anymore since he became a Molech Mobster. He found 
out last week that Jonathan officially dropped out of school—more like he got thrown 
out. Flava tried to get JD to come to Nimrod Academy but he blew him off saying, 
“School is for suckers.” Flava thinks that the saying written in Nimrod Academy’s Hall 
of Reflection is true: ‘You can’t help a drowning person who thinks he knows how to 
swim’. It took him a long time to realize that you can’t want more for a person than the 
person wants for themselves because that always leaves the ‘wanter’ wanting. 

Flava is working on his dream assignment that Mr. Joseph gave at the start of 
school. With Thanksgiving quickly approaching, he wants to make sure his piece is tight. 
He could have told his teacher when the assignment was given that his dream was to 
compete in The Skateboard X Games on television walking away with first prize. 
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90 

Like many of his peers, Flava wants to be famous. - He knows he has no shot at 
basketball, baseball or football for that matter. He secretly laughs at his friends talking 
about going into the NBA or NFL as first round draft choices. Most have never played 
organized ball in school and rarely play pick-up games in the park. Most just are not good 
enough. But if you ask them, their dream is to be Rookie of the Year and walk down the 
red carpet in Hollywood with a fine shortie on their arm. 

When Flava returns home from school he finds his mother sitting in the dark 
crying. He rushes to her and blurts out, “What‘s wrong ma, tell me, tell me?” He figures 
something happened to Snook and is braced for the worst. He wonders why when things 
seem to come together other things have a way of falling apart. 

When Bootsie stops crying she tells Flava, “Great grandma, your great great 
grandma Sarah Abram Rowland died last night and they want all of the family to go 
south to the funeral. She would have been 104 if she lived to Christmas.” 

Flava is at a loss for words, not because he is hurt, but because he does not know 
his great great grandmother and that he never been south. In fact, a Nimrod Academy 
field trip to the Black Wax Museum in Baltimore marked the first time Flava ever left the 
state. He asks his mother, “How are we going to get there, we don’t have any money—do 
we?” 

“Da family sent ‘nough money fo two roundtrip train tickets—dat’s how we goin’ 
Mr. Man. Dis a time fo both of us ta meet and reconnect wid our family. Dere will be 

20 The desire to be famous has taken hold of young people often in negative ways. With social 
media, everyone can be famous. A scourge of viral videos swept across the country showing youth mobs 
beating up individuals. Girls now vainly post salacious pictures of themselves or boys pose with their guns. 
The desire to be famous now contends with faith. 
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four generations of Rowlands down dere mos ah have not seen since ah was a lil girl and 
you never met. Da older ah git da more ah see dat it ain’t right ta grow up not knowin’ ya 
family ya know whattum sayin’ son? Ah cut myself off from mah own family outta 
shame fo how foul ah was livin.” 

It was clear to Flava that he had no say about going so there was no need to fight. 
School was out for Thanksgiving break and he had already completed his school project. 

He glumly asks, “So when are we leaving?” 

“Tomorrow afternoon and we will git dere on Thanksgiving morning. Ya should 
pack enough clothes fo three days—and befoya ask—no ya can’t bring dat blasted 
skateboard on da train.” 

Flava wasn’t going to ask but now that she opened that door, he thinks about 
waging a campaign to bring it. He gives up because no ideas supporting his case pop in 
his head. 

Bootsie tells Flava the train number, track, and what time they must leave in order 
to catch the train, their time of arrival and who will pick them up from the station. Flava 
can’t recall his mother ever being this organized. He attributes this to the classes she is 
taking at The Work Works Program. 

Flava has never been on a train that was not a subway. He knew this was going to 
be a new experience. His brief time at Nimrod Academy taught him the importance of 
being open to different things. The words of his math teacher Mr. Vinegrad rumbles in 
his head, “If you try to solve a problem and keep making the same mistake over and over 
you will never get the right answer—you have to look for and then try a different solution 
set.” 
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Flava and his mother make their way down the train platform. He helps with her 
bags while he steadies his backpack. He took three outfits as told but it is clear his mother 
did not follow her own rules. She has a suitcase rolling on four wheels like Flava’s 
skateboard. They board the train called the Silver Comet on track seven. After finding 
their seat, both give sighs of relief that they were not late. 

Before the train pulls away from the station, mother and son open up a shoe box 
containing fried chicken and sweet potato pie. After eating and taking a power nap, Flava 
reaches for one of his books that he is reading for school titled Macld Truth: For Students 
of Life. It is a book recommended by Mr. Joseph written by a minister with years of youth 
experience. 

Before reading the book Flava did not know you could learn lessons from life. He 
would never call problems life lessons—problems were something that you ignored, got 
over, or would roll over you. Most of his friends with problems thought they had bad 
luck. They never tried to figure out why a problem was a problem—especially looking at 
how their decisions created the problem in the first place—or made the problem worse. 

Madd Truth has become Flava’s favorite guide to understand life. He no longer 
depends on friends that are too messed up to help him stand up. He remembers the 
Chapter Making Sound Investments dealing with the wisdom of investing in self before 
investing in others. The truth he has now learned is you can’t help others if you can’t help 
yourself. He thinks this is why his mother is finally getting herself together. 

Flava feels empowered now that he knows he can leam from life instead of being 
a victim of life. He can’t change the past but he can shape his future by doing what must 
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be done in the present. Another truth found in the book that blew Flava’s mind was this: 
‘You will be older a lot longer than you will be young so do what you have do now so 
you can do what you want to do later.’ 

Flava wonders how so many people—including himself can look at life’s truths 
and not see what is staring back. He remembers reading about the difference between 
looking and seeing. He did not get it the first time and had to read the section over. The 
writer said that any fool may look at a problem but only the wise will see a solution. 

He never saw any difference between looking and seeing, to him they were the 
same but this new insight was exciting. He looks back and can see how he and many of 
his friends were hurt by not having a father or father figure in their lives. He can now see 
how young people look for family in all the wrong places like gangs or why boys and 
even some girls call each other son—they are trying to fill a space left by absent fathers. 

Everywhere Flava looks he sees stuff he missed. He sees that an education is not 
something to get out of but is the key that opens the door to his future. That door was 
always there but he spent so much time not looking at what he was doing that he failed to 
see the consequences of his behavior. He is clear—he no longer wants a flunking grade in 
life. 

When Flava thinks about the looking/seeing lessons he gets a funny feeling that 
he first noticed in Lo Debar Prison and at Nimrod Academy during orientation. He can’t 
describe what he is experiencing but he senses that he is trying to see something that does 
not yet exist but deep down inside he knows is real. He just has to keep looking until he 
can see 
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CHAPTER 10 
WILLETBEA 


The Silver Comet pulls into the small Willetbea station as the southern sun slowly 
rises. Flava can’t believe he and his mother were in the same space for 11 hours without 
arguing, complaining or getting tired on each other’s nerves. His mother shocked him 
when she took out The Single Mom’s Little Book of Wisdom and read it off and on 
throughout the ride. He even shared some Madd Truth insights with her that stimulated 
deep conversation. It was the first time he was able to talk about his inner hurt caused by 
the absence of his father. And when a lone tear fell down from his mother’s eye, he 
lovingly kissed it away. 

Flava helps his mother get her rolling baggage off the train and into the small 
train station that looked like time passed it by. There were two sets of lonely train tracks 
on the outside of the station to match the two benches that faced each other on the inside. 
The information kiosk, ticket booth, newspaper stand and candy concession were all 
behind the same window. The few people Flava saw walking in and out of the station 
wore shorts and sandals, or sneakers with no socks. The surprisingly nice weather made 
Flava wish he had talked his mother into letting him bring his skateboard. 

While seated across from each other on the hard bench, out of nowhere Flava 
asks, “Ma do people down here call you Bootsie?” 
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She smiles and tells her son, “Ah will probably be called Porah. Ain’t said dat 
name out loud in years. Ah was named Zipporah after a girlfriend dat worked wid ma at 
da watch factory. Her name was Dottie. She was ya nana’s best friend. Durin’ mah 
childhood down heah ah have answered ta Zip, Zippy and Lil Porah. So if ya hear any 
dose names, know dey me.” 

Flava can’t believe his mother had all of those nicknames because he hates 
nicknames even though most of his friends have one. He would not allow anyone to 
shorten his name to Flav or Flay-Flay or any such nonsense. He liked his name even 
though he was unmercifully teased about it. 

He says to his mother, “What did you say is the name of the man who is going to 
pick us up?” 

“Uncle Bubba.” 

Flava manages to ask through a restrained laugh that causes him to cough out, 
“What kind of name is Bubba—that got to be a nickname?!” 

“It is a nickname and ya bettah not laugh at it anymore. His real name is Lorenzo 
Alfred Rowland. He’s mah mother’s—God bless da dead—oldest brother and ya great 
uncle. And he is a great uncle to me and all da family. Ah remember when ah fell off a 
bike ah didn’t know how ta rightly ride. He came from outta nowhere ta pick me up. He 
kissed mah bruised head and made da otha kids stop laughin’ at me. It was din and dere 
dat Uncle Bubba became da father ah neva had. Ah lived down here after we had a fire 
back home—it was on Christmas Eve. Da bulbs on da ole dried up tree sparked and 
started a fire. Ah was told dat all da toys Santa Claus brought me went up in smoke. Ah 

21 Much attention is paid to young people without fathers and rightfully so. What is overlooked is 
that there are generations of adults that did not have the presence of their father. 
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was never sure if dere were presents or not cuz we were poorer dan po. Ah ain’t had nor 
wanna have a tree ever since. Uncle Bubba took me in when ah lived down here. It was 
da best time of mah life and ah didn’t even know it. It was safe, clean and very 
predictable. Ah went ta school durin’ da week, homework afta school and playin’ outside 
till it got dark. We did chores on Saturday and woke up early every Sunday and went ta 
Sunday school followed by church then afternoon service—no excuses.” 

Flava thinks about Mr. Joseph’s No Excuse Zone rule at Nimrod Academy and 
laughs to himself. Now that his eyes are open he sees that no excuses are not just for class 
but is also true in life. 

Bootsie pulls a handkerchief from her coat pocket. Flava thinks she is tearing up 
thinking about burned toys. The reality is that Bootsie has suppressed many of these 
memories of her childhood. She felt that she did not deserve to have any recollection of 
happier days because of the life she lived. She prostituted herself, robbed people with 
Snook and when he was locked up she stuck up dealers alone. She stopped when a guy 
she robbed found her beat her up and put a sawed off shotgun to her head. He pulled the 
trigger. The gun malfunctioned and she was able to scramble away. Bootsie comforts 
herself when for the first time she realizes that while her life was miserable she dodged 
two bullets with her name on it. This thought gives her strength to return to her 
memories. 

“We had fried chicken, cheese and macaroni, fresh collard greens and Auntie 
Chris’s sweet corn for dinner and either fresh churned ice cream or banana pudding fo 
dessert—dat is if dere was no afternoon church service,” Bootsie happily recalls. 


- 72 - 



“While ah hated all dat church back den, ah kin now ‘predate what ah had, 
‘specially given da turn mah life took when ah went back North.” 

Flava thought with all of the real talk going on that this would be the right time to 
ask about his father’s other children. He looked both ways to make sure no one looking 
like an Uncle Bubba was approaching to interrupt. He swallows hard before asking, “Ma 
when we were riding the subway to see my father, you mentioned that he had other 
children—at least that was what I thought you said.” 

Flava looks at his mother dead in the eye for her response. He wants to see if she 
did what most people do when they lie and that is to look up to the sky like the answer is 
printed on a cloud. 

Bootsie squeeze her eyes shut and was about to make up a story. She decides it 
was way past time to tell the truth to her son. She says carefully, “Remember when ah 
said dat Snook snuck off wid mah best friend Jezebel Scott? Ah found out coupla years 
later dat she got pregnant by him and had twins. She gave both up fo adoption. Ah think 
it was a boy and girl. Can’t say if dey stayed together in da same place or split up—don’t 
know dere names and neva cared ta find out.” 

Flava starts imagining names that people give to twins but he can’t get past Jack 
and Jill. He knows nobody in da hood would ever name twins Jack and Jill. 

“All ah know is dat dey were born and shipped off from Gurdhude Hospital. 
Guess dey in dere late 20’s early 30’s by now. Ah stepped to Snook hard when ah found 
out. He did what all da boys did dat made babies—he lied ta mah face and used all kinda 
cuss words sayin’ Jezebel was a no good, jealous, broke down skeezer and a liar. Ah 
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accepted his lie because da truth was too hard ta bare. Deep down ah knew he had dem 
kids no matter what his no good tippin’ self said.” 

Flava can’t believe he has lived this long not knowing he had a brother and sister. 
For all his life he wished for siblings—especially an older brother who could teach him 
things like how to ride a bike, play basketball or ride a skateboard. A big brother he could 
count on to take up for him in the street. He never thought about having an older sister. 

As he rolled it over in his mind he felt it would be good to have a female point of view. 
The first question he would want to know is how do you know if a girl really likes you? 

Flava recalls that he first heard the name Jezebel from Tessie when they met on 
the bus. He wonders what is it about Jezebels that cause so much static? Flava decides if 
he ever has a girl he would never name her Jezebel. 

“Do you think he wonders about his kids now that he is trying to get himself 
together,” Flava asks while nervously retying his shoelace. “I know if and when I ever 
have kids I would never turn my back on them like they did not exist or were not 
important enough to matter. I would never want them to feel the rejection I felt 
throughout my life. It hurts more than people will ever know not having a fatharing and 
not having one at the same time. Tears well in his eyes, as he asks, “Why men leave their 
fa mi lies ma?” 

Before she can answer. Uncle Bubba walks up with arms stretched wide as he 
says in a slow southern drawl, “Well ah do declare, as ah live and breathe, Lil Porah done 
come back home and dis time she brought some company wid her. Y’all come over heah 
an give me a big hug right now.” He steps back and looks down saying, “So dis heah is 
young Flava standin’ tall in Willetbea like a natural born man. Flava boy, ya have no idea 
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how much we prayed fo ya when ya were born. We prayed God’s sho’ nuff power rain 
down on ya, sustain ya, and be with ya then, now and forevermore. Now we see our 
prayers sho nuff been answered. Flava boy, ya never know how happy everybody is 
gonna be ta see ya. Our family has a special way of celebratin’ answered prayers.” 

Flava likes how Uncle Bubba says Flava boy. He heard that it was a bad when 
white people called you boy. It sounded so natural from his uncle that he wouldn’t mind 
the nickname Flava Boy. Only Uncle Bubba would be able to call him that. Flava finds 
himself drawn to Uncle Bubba in an immediate and strong way. His warmth, kind eyes, 
strong hands and height. Flava figures he’s well over 6’ 6” tall. He is overwhelmed by 
meeting Uncle Bubba and starts to cry. His tears fall on southern ground a second time. 
When he looks up he sees that his mother and Uncle Bubba are also crying. Flava, caught 
up in this special moment, is feeling a strong power that is pure, natural and real. It is a 
high he has never experienced and hopes he can hold on to forever. 

Uncle Bubba pulls out a huge red handkerchief out of the bib of his overalls. He 
wipes his eyes and then blows his nose. 

“We best be movin’ on, we gotta hour or so drive ta git home. By the time we 
arrive all da family should be sittin’ ‘round da Thanksgiving table and dey excited ta 
have y’all heah even if it is a funeral dat brings us together. Well ah be Flava boy is alive 
and well in Willetbea,” Uncle Buck says with a twinkle in his eye. 
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CHAPTER 9 

LOOKING BACK WHILE MOVING LORWARD 


Uncle Bubba drives his battered pick-up truck up down and around rolling hills. 
Flava looks out on the countryside and everything looks beautiful to him. He spots cows 
and horses grazing and gets excited. He thinks how many other worlds exist that he can 
discover.” All he is used to seeing is city sights and having city fears. He now knows he 
is free. He looks at his mother and wonders what she is feeling—if she knows that she 
can be set free. 

Uncle Bubba breaks the silence and points over to the right side of the truck and 
says, “Most of the early generations of Rowlands worked dat land over there. Dey 
chopped cotton from can’t see in the morning ta can’t see at night.” 

Flava asks, “Uncle Bubba, why did they have to chop up the cotton—to make Q- 

Tips?” 

Uncle Bubba and Bootsie let out a hearty laugh and Flava joins in even though he 
does not know what is funny. 

Uncle Bubba says, “Choppin’ cotton is picking cotton. Our people made this 
country rich. Cotton from da south was sent ‘round da world picked by da hands a black 
men, women, boys and girls. Ya great great grandma usta tell me stories ‘bout how her 
mother was out in da fields all day. She said dat it was so hot people would pass out right 

22 Many young people stay within a limited radius in the neighborhood. They do not experience 
the world but are forced to deal with what they know and experience. 
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in da row dey just hoed. Da cotton grew so low ta da ground—dats why dey call it 
backbreakin’ work. It took a full day ta recover and befoe ya fully rested ya was back out 
in da field da next day. Cotton pickers would drag long sacks and dey would hafta stuff it 
full. Ah do declare dat da wealth of dis nation was built on da backs of slaves. Dese days 
people who wanna work can’t find jobs and people who don’t wanna work livin’ in the 
richest country in da world like dey still slaves. It don’t make sense.” 

Flava’s head is spinning. He saw an old rerun of Roots on television and heard 
about slavery in school but he never really gave it much thought that his people were 
slaves. He always wondered why black people had it so bad and now he can point a 
finger at slavery. He makes up his mind to read up on black history because he feels that 
there are lessons he needs to know in order to predict where he will go. 

Uncle Bubba points towards some old run-down sun-bleached shacks on his left. 
He said, “Ova yonder is slave quarters. Ya great great grandmother Sarah Abram 
Rowland’s mother, hear tell, e’rybody called her Big Mama. She lived in a house like dat. 
Nobody in or out of da family messed with Big Mama. She could out drink, out cuss and 
out fight most men black or white. Her yes was yes and her no was no. I was told dat she 
would sit on da porch slowly rocking with a big mess of snap beans in a bowl on her lap. 
When da sun went down she told some of da funniest stories. Dese tales been handed 
down ta ya great Uncle Suffy. He useta live up North but finally came ta his senses and is 
now livin’ right down here. He didn’t haveta die ta come back ta life.” Uncle Bubba 
laughs so hard at his joke that it seems like the old truck will shake off the road. He goes 
on saying, “Ya Ole Uncle Suffy will be at da table when all da eatin’ is ova. Dats when 
he’ll starta swattin’ flies and tellin’ lies we like ta say.” 
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Flava asks, “Do you think he will tell a story tonight?” 

Uncle Bubba looks across at Flava with a big smile. “Oh yeah ya kin bet ya last 
piecea money he will tell sum crazy story dat will make you laugh till your sides ache— 
and leam somethin’ ta boot. Oh yeah, he gonna tell a story sho nuff ‘specially since y’all 
fresh ears.” 

“See dem shacks over dere”, Uncle Bubba points with his chin. “I was told dat da 
old people would use newspaper dipped in flour paste ta plug up da cracks so da wind 
couldn’t barge in uninvited. What ole Massah didn’t know was dat some of da smarter 
children learned how ta read dem newspapers by candlelight. They taught others in da 
family how ta read. It’s a shame dese days dat children have free education and won’t go 
ta school—even if ya pay dem. Our people died fo da right ta read and write. Now dis 
generation dyin’ not knowin’ how ta read or write. Ah declare, jes can’t figure dat out fo’ 
da life in me. What ya think ‘bout dat Flava boy?” 

Flava is surprised. Very few adults bother to ask young people their opinion. It is 
more like they give you their opinion. If you disagree you either keep it to yourself or say 
what you think they want to hear. 

Flava clears his throat and then says, “There are young people who don’t see 
much future in getting an education. They see people their age on television with gold, 
platinum and diamonds, driving big cars and having fine women on their arm.” 

Bootsie tries to stop Flava from going on because she feels he is being 
disrespectful by not saying what she thinks Uncle Bubba wants to hear. 

23 Young people are not valued for their opinions. It is more like adults tell young people what 
their opinion should be. Likewise churches, adultist by design, rarely if ever ask young people about their 
opinion. This dynamic keeps age groups in the church and broader society artificially separated. Each 
generation in the chinch can enrich another generation. Cross reference See Chapter Six “Intergenerational 
Focus Group,” 37-53. 
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Uncle Bubba shushes Bootsie and tells Flava, “Go on.” 


“It is hard for young people watching their people bust their butts to make just 
enough to stay poor. Then you see people—sometimes from around your hood—oh I 
mean neighborhood, making millions rapping stuff about the hood they are now rich 
enough to escape. Most of them don’t have a high school education and now they own 
clothing companies, record labels and legit businesses. They are making films, walking 
down the red carpet and setting the pace for the world to follow. I have friends that want 
to be famous and will do anything to reach their goal. The sad part is that only a few 
make it and the others fake it.” 

Flava thinks about his dream paper that he wrote for class and his desire to be an 
X Game skateboard winner. Suddenly, his dream does not seem big enough or real 
enough. He is sad and happy at the same time which confuses him even more. 

Uncle Bubba thoughtfully nods his head. Flava does not know if he agrees with 
him or not. He finally says, “Dose rappers and movie stars ya mention didn’t git dere on 
dere talent alone. Somebody opened a door fo’ dem. Lives lived dat most folk don’t talk 
‘bout, never think ‘bout, made a way outta no way fo’ folk ta live dere lives fo’ dey had 
life. Ah ain’t mad at dese rich young folk ya talkin’ ‘bout Flava boy. What bothers me 
most is dat so many of dem so damn selfish. Dey made it but can’t help anyone else make 
it. It is hard fo’ me ta hear ‘bout Harriet Tubman and her sacrifice riskin’ her life so dat 
others may have life. Ya know ‘bout Harriet Tubman Flava boy?” 

Flava is smiling. His History class teacher Ms. Sisteria Oramae had the class 
study her for a play they will write and perform for Black History month. He tells Uncle 
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Bubba about his school project. He mentions Harriet Tubman’s statement,’ “That she 
could’ve freed more slaves ‘cept they didn’t know they were slaves.’” 

Uncle Bubba bust out laughing again. He says to no one in particular, “It’s a gosh 
dam shame dat some folks today don’t know dey tomorrow’s slaves.” 

Bootsie looks at Flava with pride he has never seen before. She is beaming that 
her son is indeed a scholar and that he knows more than how to break open parking 
meters or how to surf on the side of a subway car. Flava likes the positive attention that 
Uncle Bubba and his mother is giving him. 

The pickup truck makes a turn and proceeds down what looks like a private road. 
Uncle Bubba tells Flava and Bootsie, “All dis land belongs ta da Rowlands family.” 
Flava looks around in disbelief. His world was contained in a dark and scary apartment, 
up five equally dark and scary flights of stairs. The full power of the Thanksgiving sun is 
shining on a large house with many cars parked all over the place—some of them look 
just like the cars that rappers ride in their videos except with no spinning rims. 

Uncle Bubba helps Bootsie out of the truck and gets her bags before Flava could 
get to it. He tells Flava to relax because he and his momma are guests and Rowlands 
know how to treat guests. Flava lets out a deep breath that he seemingly has held for all 
of his life knowing that he is finally home. 
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CHAPTER 10 
FAMILY SECRETS 


As soon as the front door opens, it seems that the whole Rowland clan descends 
on Bootsie and Flava, kissing and crying, at the same time. By Flava’s fast count there 
had to be 25 adults and that many, if not more, babies, teens and young adults in the 
house. As he looks around he notices how neat and clean everything is. What he really 
loves is how the light from the sun shines everywhere. When he thinks about the dark 
apartment back home that never catches sunlight even on the brightest day—he feels 
thankful. Flava looks over to his mother and sees that she is weeping. It is like her lost 
tears hidden deep inside of her finally found their way out. 

Uncle Bubba dabs his eyes and says in a loud and strong voice that quiets the 
family, “Dis is da day dat Da Lord has made and we shall rejoice, and continue ta rejoice, 
and be glad in it.” Everybody starts cheering, or at least that is what Flava thinks they are 
doing. They have their eyes closed and they are waving their hands toward the ceiling. 
Some are just walking back and forth with their eyes closed. Flava remembers that he 
saw some choir members at Divine Revelation doing the same thing as he would peek 
through the open side door. He is jarred by all of the noise and movement but he is not 
afraid. 

What really blows his mind is that his mother is caught up more than anybody 
else. She is crying, shaking her head and hands and rocking back and forth. One of the 
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ladies moves swiftly to her side and puts what looks like grease on her head. She starts to 
really bug out and makes sounds that Flava could not figure out. Now some of the men 
and other ladies and even some of the teens make a circle around his mother. They are 
yelling, “Press through.” “Keep coming.” “No weapon formed against you shall prosper.” 

An old lady in a long grey dress with white ruffles around the neck and what 
appears to be a bonnet that looks like child’s hat tied under her chin kept saying over and 
over, “She purgin’, she purgin’.” 

Flava does not know what to make of all of this. One minute it is just him, his 
mother and a father in prison and now all of these people that are his family all in an 
uproar at the door. He wonders what’s next?! 

Bootsie is escorted upstairs by several of the women that seem to know her. Flava 
starts to feel alone but asks himself how can I be alone when I’m with family? The very 
thing that he wanted the most was given to him—family. He now has an even stronger 
desire to find his father’s kids when he gets back. 

Uncle Bubba tells the family, “I want y’all ta meet Flava Rowland. Some 
‘member dat when he was born doctors did not give him much chance ta live beyond a 
few days. But um on solid ground when ah say dat standin’ in dis parlor is a miracle and 
it was your fastin’ and prayers dat stayed death’s hand off dis boy. Ah think dat deserves 
some praise right dere.” 

The people start hopping, stepping and shouting all over again, but this time with 
more energy if that was possible. Flava doesn’t know what is happening but he joins in 
doing the Harlem Shake and spins off into The Dougie. He is having so much fun as his 
peers join in. They are not dancing like him but they are dancing with him. What is 
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amazing to Flava is that there is no music. His mind goes back to Lo Debar Prison when 
his father said, ‘Let the weak say they are strong,’ and the people started bugging. Now 
way down yonder the same thing is happening. 

Uncle Bubba quiets the family down a second time. “Look, we got all dis food 
cornin’ out but before we eat, we should let our family from up North know who we are. 
Somebody go up and get Lil Porah. I want her ta hear dis.” 

Two little boys and a girl scamper up the stairs and soon Bootsie and the three 
ladies come back down. 

Uncle Bubba tells Flava and his mother, “Go sit on da couch.” He then calls for 
his wife Georgia and his five children to come forward. They greet Bootsie and Flava 
with what is called The Rowland hug that ends with several rocks to the side and pats on 
the back. Uncle Bubba’s wife’s name is Aunt Gwen. All of their kids went to college; one 
is a doctor, another owns her own business and the other three work for the State. 

Uncle Bubba motions to his four grandchildren to stand up. He reaches back in 
his bib and out comes the red handkerchief. He wipes his eyes as he says, “God has been 
so good ta me and mah family. Words can’t rightly express mah joy.” Uncle Bubba fights 
to compose himself. He calls the next sister in the family line up. Her name is Kandace 
Rowland Hazel. Flava notices that she has the same big eyes like his mother. 

Kandace calls her family up. She says with tears in her eyes, “My husband Arthur 
Gideon Hazel died several years ago. He was a quiet man, a good provider and great 
father to my three children of whom two are no longer with us. I am not ashamed to say 
that my two boys like The Prodigal Son lived riotous lives. My youngest son, everybody 
called him Shake, was killed in what was called in the paper and on television a crooked 
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card game. When he found out that he was cheated he pulled out a knife to get his money 
back. The other man pulled out a gun and shot him dead. My oldest son Leon was killed 
by a woman up North after she overheard him on the phone making up with his wife he 
left down here. 

My daughter Loma Rowland Bellamy is a Major in The Army. She is away on 
assignment and could not get her orders changed. She gave me four lovely grands and 
one great grand. Their names are Mark, Keith, Mary, Marie and my great grand’s named 
Chyrraugh Dawn. All four of her children, Donald, Dionne, Charles and Karin graduated 
from college. My great grand is in elementary school and says she wants to be the first 
black female president of the United States. Imagine that,” she says as tears of pride and 
sorrow stream down her round dark cheeks. 

Going out of order Eddie Rowland is invited to stand up by Uncle Bubba. He 
nervously smiles but his darting eyes tell another story. Flava found out later that he was 
in the war and had what was called posttraumatic stress disorder better known as PTSD. 
Just like people did not know what an acute care neonatal pediatrician was many people 
never heard of posttraumatic stress disorder. Eddie never had any children or lasting 
nurturing relationships once he returned home. The war robbed him of his past, present 
and future. Eddie Rowland, lost in his pain, waved his hand, mumbled a few incoherent 
words and left the house not to return. 

Before Uncle Bubba could bring up the next sister, Bootsie gets up. She says in a 
determined voice, “Ah wanna represent mah mother who would have talked right after 
Uncle Bubba if she was alive. She died from a broken heart. Leah Ora Rowland had three 
children by two different men.” 
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Flava eyes stretch wide in amazement. He quickly gains his composure because 
he does not want the other family members to know how little he knows about his own 
family. He never knew nana had another man and child by him. Flava wonders which one 
of his uncles is a step uncle. He listens closely to his mother account. 

“Momma never married but was well taken care of by mah father who was called 
Big Perk may he rest in peace. One of mah brothers, Ricardo; he took dat name after the 
actor Ricardo Montablan. Y’all know him as Richard. He died from AIDS when da virus 
did not have a name. It took out so many young men in dere prime leavin’ mothers ta 
mourn or hide dey precious loss deep inside. Ricardo was gay. Mama loved him da most 
some said,” as Bootsie wipes her eyes, she whispers, “Because she felt he needed love da 
most.” 

The family is frozen. None of them heard any of this. Some look down and do 
their best not to catch the eye of others. Flava knew some of the story but feels he is 
going to hear much more. He knew Uncle Ricky—that is what he called Ricardo, was 
different. He always had a lot of fun with him. His uncle was always well dressed and 
groomed. He wore his black wavy hair in a ponytail down to his shoulders before he 
started to go bald. All he heard was that Uncle Ricky, who caught double pneumonia and 
died. He remembers the sadness that fell on nana and soon she died. Flava recalls her 
church kept calling her funeral a Homegoing. After the funeral he was looking for her at 

24 

the house thinking her Homegoing would be there but she never dropped by.” 

Bootsie asks for some water and takes three short sips and continues, “When 
Ricardo died, his partner spared no expense even though no church would perform mah 

24 Young children do not understand funerals. The concept of death is not easy to understand, 
especially when statements suggest the person in the coffin is not really dead. 
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brother’s funeral not even momma’s home church where she paid tithes and gave her life. 
Da church leaders said dat it was God’s wrath dat fell on her son and God’s will was 
done and dat’s dat. Dat hurt momma even more dan dey refusin’ ta properly bury mah 
brother. She stopped goin’ ta church but she always read her Bible and prayed. 

If dat were not enough her other son born while I was down here named Rundel 
spent most of his life in and out of prison. He dropped out of junior high. Ma tried ta git 
him ta go back but she had ta come ta da realization when folks git grown folks do what 
dey wanna do. Rundel always thought he was smarter dan everybody else—‘specially 
mama. He figured he could hustle his way ta da top so he stole and sold whatever he 
could git his hands on. Rundel thought mama was crazy when she would tell him ta git a 
job and leave da streets alone. 

Last ah heard my step-brother Mr. Slick, dat was onea his street names, was livin’ 
on da streets. Momma spent what time she had lookin’ for Rundel. She would always say 
dat’s mah baby and um still his momma. She found him once livin’ under an overpass in 
a park not far from home. She would make him oxtails, his favorite, and take it to him so 
he would not hafta eat out da garbage—dat tore her heart up.” 

Bootsie stops talking and shakes her head like she is hearing all of this for the first 
time. Uncle Bubba is about to standup but Bootsie motions for him to wait. He 
reluctantly sits back down. 

‘‘Dat brings me to me the last surviving child of Leah Ora Rowland,” Bootsie said 
while looking nervously toward Flava. She takes a deep breath, closes her eyes and says, 
“Most y’all ‘member when ah came down here afta da fire. What y’all don’t know is 
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what happened when ah went back home. Knowin’ momma, she would not tell it all. She 
was such a proud and private woman dat had ta publicly deal wid her private pain. 

When ah was in mah teens ah met a boy dat ah thought was da man of mah 
dreams. Ah turned mah back on everything dat ah was taught ta believe. Ah dropped out 
of school, stopped goin’ ta church—dat really hurt ma and was rippin’ and runnin’ up and 
down da streets. Momma would call me mannish all da time. Ah called me free, never 
knowin’ dat ah was destroyin’ myself bit by sad bit—that was a high price ta pay fo 
freedom. Momma always said ‘da devil knows how ta make self-destruction look like 
fun.’ Ah thought ah was havin’ all da fun in da world—and truth be told, ah wanted mo’. 
Ah had no responsibilities jes da next party, da next hustle and da next high on my mind. 

Ah barely thought what pain ah was causin’ momma—and when ah did, ah would 
make sure dat drugs and alcohol and a few nights out da house soothe any pain ah felt.” 

Flava has to fight to close his mouth. He never knew his mother set foot in 
church. Oh sure she said grace over food sometimes or she told him that he should be 
thankful, but church? He can’t imagine his mother in Divine Revelation jumping up and 
down with the choir members. All he knows is his mother always trying to catch the eye 
of men and getting all dressed up to visit his father. Flava is glad he didn’t bring his 
skateboard because his head is spinning and he knows he would hurt himself because he 
really is not focused and it has nothing to do with getting high. 

Before he could get another thought out, Bootsie starts talking about Snook. Flava 
does not have to force himself to pay attention. He looks around the large living room 
and sees that all eyes are on his mother. He remembers some of his schoolmates opening 


- 87 - 



up in Family Advisee group at Nimrod Academy, spilling out their hurts, pains and 
disappointment. 

Flava feels that his mother is before her real family advisee group. While he was 
embarrassed when his mother first started, he is secretly cheering for her to get this out 
her system once and for all. Flava’s time at Nimrod Academy and reading Maclcl Truth 
shows him the more mess you can get out of you the more good stuff you can bring 
inside of you. 

Bootsie, more composed continues, “Ah met a boy dat was fast, handsome and 
sought after by other girls—even some grown women wanted him. He cared fo me as 
much as a boy his age could. Ah was 16 and he was a well-developed 14 when we 
hooked up. When you hear the words ‘ah love you’ it doesn’t matter what age you are. 
Love can make ya do right or love can make ya do wrong.” 

Flava mouths the words as his mother is speaking and thinks about Tessie and 
Jah, Baby Ruth and Gyp, Ham and his Home Piece. He is happy that he is with his family 
because he is starting to see love making wrong right. 

“Ah loved Snook and followed him down a ten year path dat almost destroyed me 
and mah child. Ah never said a proper thank you fo y’all prayin’ fo’ mah son when he 
was in da hospital. Momma would tell me dat ah should call ta let y’all know how much 
ah ‘preciated what y’all did. Ah always promised ta do it but never did. Ah been in and 
out of drug rehabs. Ah disappeared months at a time on many missions. Ah brought men 
in and out of mah house. Ah walked away from mah responsibilities. Ah believe dat like 
Ricardo and Rundel, ah help kill mah mother.” 
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Bootsie falls back on the couch in a sobbing heap. She can barely catch her 
breath. All of the pain, hurt guilt, shame and self-destructiveness forcefully exit her mind, 
body and soul. She starts laughing through her tears as Snook’s prison words come back 
to her, ‘let the weak say they are strong’. 

Flava jumps up off the couch and hugs his mother tighter than he ever has. He 
can’t find words, only tears, to express what he is feeling inside. He wants so badly to let 
her know that he felt a release inside of him even though he was not talking. She kisses 
Flava’s and says over and over again, “Oh precious child, um sorry, um so sorry—please 
forgive me.” 

Uncle Bubba gets up and Bootsie hugs him while hugging her son. She turns 
toward the three women that helped her saying, “When ah went upstairs, ah repented fo 
mah sins and asked God ta take control of mah life. In a moment in a twinklin’ of an eye 
as momma useta say, ah was saved. Ah know dat ah ain’t all dat um gonna be but ah 
thank mah mighty Lord and Savior Jesus Christ dat ah ain’t all ah useta be.” 

Flava knows that the family is about to go off again. He remembers Tessie’s 
prison bus talk and the words repent and saved come back to him. Uncle Bubba waves 
his red rag until peace is restored. He calls Jeremiah Dorrick Rowland to pray. He is a 
third year divinity student at Duke and graduate of Morehouse College. He is not street 
slick like the guys Flava was used to seeing around the way. He is highly self-confident. 

“Let us pray,” Jerry, as the family calls him, says in a rich, raspy voice of an older 
preacher, 

“Oh God you have been called the ancient of days, the unmoved mover and the 
uncaused cause. We beseech you right now to have your way in this carved out moment 
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of time. Your Divine presence and power has been with us and we know will continue to 
be with us. Comfort in our loss of the matriarch of this family. We rejoice threefold—that 
her suffering is over, that her journey complete and that she now rests with you. No more 
choppin’ cotton, no more debilitating strokes. No more sad goodbyes. No more 
disappointments. And we are thankful that our family members from up North are freed 
up, fortified and forgiven; that the darkness of the past has been lifted and the glorious 
light of love peace and forgiveness shines in the heart, mind and soul of your people 
called by your name. Let her and cousin Flava go back home fully knowing they have a 
destiny and purpose." And now God bless the food, bless the preparers and may we gain 
insight and strength to love each other harder, lift each other higher and know that you 
are with us even until the end of the age. Let the redeemed, those who were once weak 
but now made strong by the power of The Holy Spirit say Amen, Amen, Amen.” 

Flava says amen three times even though he does not know much of what his 
cousin said. His words were big, powerful and different. What he did get was that his 
mother was different—and that he was hungry. As the family moves toward tables in the 
dining room—Flava is warmed inside content knowing what being thankful feels like. 


25 We talk to young people about right and wrong but seldom talk about destiny. 
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CHAPTER 11 

TALL TALES AND BIGGER TRUTHS 


Flava can’t believe all of the food that was spread on both tables. He is usually a 
picky eater but this Thanksgiving all he picked he was determined to eat. He has met a 
dozen new cousins around his age and there was no static, no gossiping or other drama he 
has grown accustom to experiencing. Flava wishes his cousin Rachel was not his cousin. 
She reminds him of a chocolater version of Tessie. She has straight black hair with no 
tracks. Her teeth seem extra white and she has long fingers and no fake nails. She is 
beautiful without being trashy. Flava knows if he ever took Rachel back on the train the 
home girls would want to fight her for fear that she would take their boyfriend. Never 
mind that not one of Flava’s boys is fit to tie or untie her lace-ups. 

Flava turns away from Rachel and tries to bury his thoughts about her. He looks at 
his mother seated at the other table next to Uncle Bubba. He knows she is happy. She 
looks younger and laughs free and easy. Flava feels this is the real mother that he always 
wanted. Even though he is full, Flava helps himself to one more high hat dinner roll that 
just came out of the oven. The family starts to push away from the tables as leftovers 
quickly disappear into plastic containers and aluminum foil. Flava looks and sees that ice 
cream, cakes, pies and what was called the best banana pudding in the world take the 
place of leftovers. He feels that he has died and gone to dessert heaven. 
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The family moves back into the living room. There is a big red chair by the bay 
window where a man with a fast smile and twinkle in his eye is seated. He is slightly 
built like Flava. He has a cane leaning on the red chair. Flava saw him when he came into 
the house and he was walking without the cane. He does not know if it is a helping cane 
or a styling cane. 

Flava feels that everyone but him and his mother knows who this man is and what 
is about to happen. Uncle Bubba sensing this tells Bootsie and Flava, “Yall ‘bout ta 
experience da Rowland tradition of storytelling led by none other dan mah crazy brother 
Arnold Philo Suffy Rowland better known as Suffy. He was bom in Willetbea and went 
North lookin’ fa work durin’ da war ‘cause his two flat feet would never allow him ta 
stand at attention in anybody’s Army. Ah don’t know who was fool enough ta hire him 
up dere but dat rascal claims he retired and dat’s why he came back home. He has not 
asked me fo a dime since he bin here so I reckon he gotta stash somewhere.” 

Uncle Bubba looks towards Suffy. It is clear they are very close and very different 
at the same time for one. Uncle Bubba is as big as Suffy is small. Flava wonders if his 
great Uncle Suffy was a Crack baby. He corrects his thinking after realizing Crack was 
invented for his mother’s generation. 

Uncle Bubba is still cracking on Suffy saying, ‘‘Ah offered ta buy him a ticket on 
Da Silver Comet ta carry him back North but he claims he ain’t leavin’ here till he gits 
his southern accent back sho nuff.” 

Suffy smiles and says in a mock southern drawl, “Y’alls down heah speaks too 
slow fo me. I should cum back tomorrow ta heah whatchu said yesterday.” Suffy lets out 
a funny laugh that sounds like he is choking and ends in an upward whine that makes 
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everybody bust up all over again. Flava sees that it is possible to laugh in a group without 
snapping on a person. The more he laughs with his family—the more he loves his family. 
He looks at his mother and she is laughing too. He takes out his cell phone and snaps a 
quick picture. He is thinking of showing it at his Family Advisee Group meeting at 
Nimrod Academy once school opens back up. 

As the laughter dies down, Suffy clears his throat like he is a professor about to 
give a speech. He pulls out some funny glasses that don’t have arms that fit behind the 
ear that sits on his nose. He pulls out a big pocket watch, flips open the case, and says, 
“Time is a tickin’ so I gotta start kickin’ this story I wish to share. Listen close and be 
aware there’s a story inside the story that will teach a truth to those who care.” 26 

Flava completely confused by what is happening looks at his mother and she 
hunches her shoulders and gives him a go with the flow look. Flava remembers when his 
nana would read bedtime stories to him. He sees how much he misses those times when a 
book opened up new worlds to him. He remembers the strange world of Dr. Doolittle— 
that was his favorite. He never heard a story told just the kind that was read. 

Suffy takes a slow look around the room and clears his throat again. Uncle Bubba 
yells out, “Ya bettah start this story befo dese full folks nod off on you. Tell em Flava 
boy, tell him ta start befoe ya and Lil Porah hop the next train outta town.” 

Flava, now completely comfortable with his family and wanting to show off for 
Rachel gets up and slowly swaggers over to where Suffy is sitting. He points to him then 

26 Storytelling has always used fiction to inform reality. The oral tradition found in The Bible and 
among preliterate societies used storytelling to inform, instruct and inspire. Unfortunately, this lost genre 
has taken a backseat to technological advances. Stories are now tweets delivered in a maximum of 146 
characters. It is important for young people (and adults) to not lose contact with their imagination. Cross 
reference: See Chapter Nine “Youth To Youth Stories From The Bible,” 80-85. 
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closes one eye and in his best imitation of a southern accent says, “Hey Uncle Suffy ya 
bettah git wid it fo wees be done quit it.” The room burst out in gales of laughter. 

Suffy cleans off his glasses all the while playfully staring at Flava as if he wanted 
to tell him to go find a switch. 

Suffy dramatically raises his hand like a maestro lifts a baton and silence falls 
over the room. 

When I was up South I recall going over to House of Joy Nana Pucldin Shack in 
the backyard of Joy’s brownstone. Naturally I ate too much and decided to take a cab 
cross town. I looks and see an old friend of mine who owns a cab sittin ’ on a park bench. 
His name is Majah Danejah. He been in da cab business since way back when Sugar Hill 
was da happenin ’ place and da Cotton Club was de only place. After gettin ’ into the cab 
Majah Danjah start doin ’ what he do best and dots complain. 

I remember like it was yesterday he said to me, “Mah cab is dyin ’ an unnatural 
death. So much smoke comin ’ in underneath from da exhaust I thought I would haveta 
revive my last fare. You would think dat would warrant a big tip. Dat ungrateful so-and- 
so flagged down a cop and he gave me a $50.00pollution ticket. Now here’s a man tryin ’ 
ta make an honest livin ’ and he losin ’ money tryin ’ ta make money. I tell you I’m hustlin ’ 
backwards for reed. Life can ’tfair when you lose money ‘cause of a unfair fair. ” 

I knew he was tellin ’ the truth. ..not about havin ta revive a fare but about the 
smoke, I hadta roll down the two back windows to catch some outside car. I asked him 
what happened to his cab—why did I ever go and do a fool thing like ask Major Danjah a 
question knowin ’ he could talk a dead cat back ta life? Well he pulls over and mercifully 
shuts off the engine. 
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Majah Daneja slides into the passenger seat next to me and tells me how Ole 
Beulah been doing double duty as a passenger cab by night and a movin ’ van by day. He 
says, ”Mah time is tight; mah wife’s jaws tight and my money tight—so I ain ’t right. My 
last movin ’ job was strappin ’ a piano on top of Beulah and goin ’ cross town to a 
nightspot that was try in ’ ta attract a bettah class of customers by offerin’ jazz nights. 

Dere been fist fights over at da Dew Drop Inn the last two weekends. The police said one 
mo fight and dey closing da dump down. ” Majah Daneja looks at me and wonders why 
our people gotta fight each other like dere ain 7 nobody else ‘round ta fight. 

I tells him dat we done learned self-hatin ’ so good now we can 7 forgit what we 
know. Look at all of the hate energy we push on each other as if we see enemy stamped 
cross our haid” 

He then tells me in his spare time he writin ’ a book for peoples dat wanna work 
fo ’ dey self called Majah Danejah Greatest Feets: How I Got Tired of Walkin ’ And Got 
In Da Drivin ’ Business. He planned to sell the book to his movin ’ clients and to his cab 
fares. Majah Danejah always got some ideas about makin ’ money work for him stead of 
him workin’ for da money. He was even plannin ’ ta make a movie out his life risin ’ up 
from da South. He wanted ta call it, Majah Danejah Life Story From Slavery To Slavery. 
His one backer named Nabal had hit his favorite number 679 he been playin’ for three 
years straight. Well after he got da money he caught a heart attack from da stress of 
being new rich stead of being ole poe. Somebody—they think it was his landlord who 
Nabal owed back rent, took all da money. Just when Majah Danjah thought he was on his 
way trouble done followed him so he had to shut down movie production. He tole me to 
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mahface that he had three actors signed up—one to play him, another his great grammy 
and a little boy he paid in advance wid candy to play him as a child. 

I tell him to his face that he should stop lyin ’ like clatfo’ his nose grow like 
Bignosekio. He claims dat he cun 7 lyin ’ and dat his great grammy taught him everything 
he knew ‘bout makin ’ money. So I ask about her and dis what he tole me and I is only 
tellin ’ ya what I heard. 

“My great grammy’s name was Beulah. I named all my cabs Beulah after her. 

Yes, Yes, Yes, Beulah Arlette Danejah. Everybody in Priscillaville ccdled her B.A. 
Danejah. She opened an after-hours package stoe fo folks dats thirsty after hours. She 
cdso sold, mo like resold govmint canned meat and cheese to hungry folk needin ’ 
something to soak up da alcohol. Ole B.A. Danejah would sit on the porch of her stoe dat 
was cdso da porch ta her house. She was ornery as can be and had no problem spittin ’ 
tabbaca juice in a black, brown or blue eye, ‘specially ifdey owed her money. She cdways 
said a deadbeat can 7 got no color—and act like dey can 7 got no money! 

I ‘member great grammy askin ’ me ta take a package ova to some siddity white 
folks house on McClaren Road. She tole me three times to make sure 1 brought back cdl 
da money cuz 1 had a habit oftakin ’ a few cents off da topfo mah carryin ’ charge. Well I 
gits ta da back door and knock real soft. I thought clem folk musta had cdlotci money cuz I 
cun 7 seen no busted up cars on dey land and dey grass nice cm cut and extry green. A 
little girl opened da door. I knew not ta look her in da eye but I did sneak a peek and I 
declare she smiled back at me. She escorts me tab da kitchen where her momma and 
daddy sat at da table piled high wid books. 
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I gave her father da package. He put da money on top of his daughter’s 
schoolbook. The father who been helpin ’ his daughter wid her school work said ta his 
wife maybe this heah colored boy knows how Mississippi got its name and then he bust 
out laughin ’ like dat was da mos ridiculous thought he could have. I says course I know. 
My great grammy who was once a slave tole me how dis poe state got its name. The 
man’s cold blue eyes closed in on me. Being a young business boy 1 said, I’ll tell it butya 
hafta pay ta know cuz knowledge costs the teller and da hearer. The man went in his vest 
pocket and pulled out a shiny fifty cent piece and put it top his daughter’s book. He fixes 
me wid a look dat don’t believes I know anythin ’ less how Mississippi got its name. He 
yells, ‘git on wid it boy’ but ifya don’t answer da question, I cun’t payin’ for dis package 
ya delivered. 

I clears my throat and tries to ‘member cdl what great grammy tole me. I reed 
nerx’ous cuz I know I gotta git dis right or ah was gonna git a great grammy whuppin 
comin ’ back wid no money and no package. 1 close mah eyes and say: Once upon a time 
fo Mississippi had a real name da whole state was one big ole plantation owned by da 
Sippey family. Well one day da Sippeys was ridin ’ in deyfine coach pulled by two of da 
blackest horses ya eber did see. Da Sippey’s went down by da delta checkin ’ on dey land. 
Dey ran into a slave boy who mama took care of dey house. Da little slave boy useta play 
wid da Sippey’s lil girl but not no mo. The little boy not knowin ’ da ways of da south jes 
yet wasso happy ta see his blond hear blue eye friend dat he ran up ta greet da lil girl. In 
a loud child’s voice he say, ‘Hey Ann ’ how ya doin been a long time seein and playin ’ 
wid you. Colonel Sippey turned red as a ripe wolamelon. He jumped down from his fine 
carriage an smacked da boy clear off da path. He yelled a few cuss words and said, ‘Boy 
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as long as you stay black cion’t you eber call mah daughter or any white man, woman or 
child by dey first name. Ya hear me boy?! She is Missysippey ta you. ’ 

“I tole da man now wid his mouth wide open dots how Mississippi got its name as 
I snatched up da shiny fifty cent piece off da top of da book and ran out dey house. It was 
din and dere dat I decided ta learn as much as I could cuz I could clearly see knowin ’ 
stuff kin keep ya from bein ’ broke. ” 

Suffy lets out that crazy laugh of his and all of the family members join in. With 
tears in his eyes, Suffy says, “Hold it, hold it ain’t over jes yet. By time Majah Danejah 
finished da story we back ta mah place. We done laugh so hard dat he forgot ta charge me 
for mah ride—and I sho wasn’t bringin’ it up! It wasn’t till later dat evenin’ when mah 
mouth was set from som mo’ House of Joy Nana Puddin’ dat I remembers I left mah ta 
go order’ on Beulah’s back seat. I went ta bed sayin’ Majah Danejah still giftin’ paid!” 
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CHAPTER 12 

WHAT YOU DON’T KNOW CAN HELP YOU 


Flava was nervous and could not sleep. He could hear stirring downstairs. The 
smell of breakfast soon filled his room. He can’t believe that he had to eat again because 
he is still full from Thanksgiving. When he gets downstairs he sees that most people had 
pushed away from the table. He takes a piece of toast with strawberry jelly to be sociable. 
His mother comes downstairs, says good morning to all and pours a cup of coffee. 

Uncle Bubba asks Flava and Bootsie, “How y’all sleep? I know ya probably still 
laughin’ at dat crazy Suffy, He anointed ta tell stories. We sho did miss him while he was 
up North. Flava boy, some Rowlands and their children and children’s children never 
made it back down here. Dat was da greatest movement of folk of any color inside dis 
country ever and forever. It was tole dat da streets up North were paved wid gold. Most 
of da folk dat stayed knew it was a lie just like the promise of 40 acres and a mule. 

Black folk from all over da South hopped on trains headin’ ta New York, 

Chicago, Detroit and Los Angeles looking fo dey street gold. Some did find wealth in dey 
new home. Shoot, we got a branch of Rowlands dat doin’ very well for demselves heard 
tell. Dey won’t have nothing ta do wid da rest of da family cuz I think dey embarrassed 
dat we claim da same name. We love em and pray fo dem anyhow cuz dats da Christian 
thang ta do.” 
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By now all of the family is assembled and most are dressed in black. The service 
is set to begin at 10:00 AM. It was decided to have the wake and funeral the same day at 
Ever Pressing Baptist Church to cut down on people having to pay for overnight hotel 
rooms. 

Uncle Bubba asks that each person grab the hand of another. Once the family link 
is established he leads the family in prayer, 

“Goda our weary years, Goda our silent tears, we humbly ask dat ya be wid us 
through dis day. While da head of dis family has been carried from her earthly home ta 
her heavenly rest we rejoice. We ask dat yo favor rest throughout da day’s proceedins. 
Dat ya have ya own way. We ask travelin’ mercy fo’ any other family and friends on dere 
way heah. May da service be fittin’ fo a life well and long lived. We ask dis in yo mos 
Holy name. Amen.” 

“Amen.” 

“All right Rowlands it is time ta roll out. Ders plenty cars so ya don’t haveta 
worry ‘bout bein’ left; and if we happen ta run out, we kin always call Majah Danejah’s 
cab company—deres still nuff ‘nana pudding left in da fridge ta pay and tip him.” 

There is tension in the air and Uncle Bubba is trying his best to help everyone 
relax, especially the young people. 

The cars are escorted by four police on motorcycles with flashing lights. The 
rolling countryside and bright sun does not speak death. Flava thinks about all of the 
young people he knows that have died in the streets over dumb stuff—somebody looking 
at them ‘wrong’, some type of real or imaginary disrespect. Death was all around him 
back home. All of his friends have lost a friend or family member to mostly violent 
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deaths. Flava was too young to remember all of the details of his nana’s funeral so he 
spends the 20 minute ride wondering what will happen at this funeral. 

The cars pull up to a stark white painted church that sits on a small rise—not too 
high, not too low. Flava hears the steeple bell ringing and feels the sound deep inside of 
him. He is overrun with emotion as he thinks the bell is gently but urgently calling The 
Rowland family home. 

The church dates back to Post Reconstruction Era. It was paid for by the blood, 
sweat and tears of black folk one generation removed from slavery. The members pooled 
all they had so that they could own something; to have an institution that validated their 
existence—that loved, protected and encouraged in spite of raging hatred, racism or the 
hangman’s noose. That is why the members chose the name Ever Pressing for the church. 
The founders hoped and prayed that the generations that followed would keep alive the 
spirit of self-sufficiency, godly pride and love of self, family, community and God. 

The cars park behind the church. The Rowland family assembles in the tight 
narthex. Flava sees people that were not at the Thanksgiving dinner talking to each other. 
He wonders if these are more Rowlands or just well-wishers. The family self-arranges 
from oldest and their children and children’s children to the youngest family member. 
Flava stands next to his mother and holds her hand. He is surprised that he wishes his 
father could be standing on the other side—seeing all of his family together, experiencing 
love and support. Flava secretly yearns for the two siblings that he never met to be in the 
line-up. 

Bootsie looks at her son as tears of sorrow, joy and anticipation fall from her red- 
rimmed eyes. She has on a black business suit she bought for expected job interviews. 
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She is just about to graduate from Work Works Program and is looking forward to 
starting the next chapter of life for herself and son. So much has happened to her in a 
short period of time. It seems like the change she waited on for years dropped out the sky 
all at once. She is determined not to be haunted by her past or give into her wants at the 
expense of her needs. 

One of Bootsie’s cousins, an evangelist named Juanita Annette Whyte better 
known as Sis. Nettie, heard Bootsie’s entire sordid life story. She never condemned or 
judged her cousin. Bootsie still holds on to her words of comfort and prophesy she 
whispered in her ear from Isaiah last night after the storytelling: 

“Remember not the former things, neither consider the things of old. Behold, I 
will do a new thing, it shall spring forth, shall ye not know it? I will even make a way in 
the wilderness, and rivers in the desert.” 

This was the first time that Bootsie really understood what the Bible was saying. 
For most of her life, until she stopped going to church, she could honestly say that the 
Bible was a book filled with words she knew but did not understand. It was almost like a 
veil has been lifted from over her eyes. 

A tall, slim minister in a flowing black robe with a big purple cross on the back 
makes his way to the head of the procession. He takes one last look behind him to make 
sure the family is ready and quickly walks into the sanctuary saying, “I am the 
resurrection and the life, if anyone believes in me though dead shall have everlasting 
life.” 

He recites other scriptures until all of the family is in the church. The Rowlands 
take up almost the whole right side. The other side of the aisle and basement, complete 
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with rented loudspeakers, is also packed. Flava is looking around trying to take 
everything in. Leaders from Willetbea make speeches in between the reading of cards and 
letters of condolence. Flava watches the minister as he stands on a platform behind what 
looks like a big desk. He asks the congregation, “Please silently read the obituary of our 
dear departed sister printed in the back of the program as the minister of music plays 
something softly.” 

Flava does not know what an obituary is but he looks for it. To his surprise he 
sees the name of his great great grandmother Sara Abrams Rowland and he reads her life 
story. 


Sarah Abrams Rowland was raised by parents who were descendants of 
slaves. Records show that her great grandparents ran away to Florida and 
hid with Native Americans called the Seminoles. Her ancestors, along 
with Creeks, Cherokees and Choctaws were forced to march from the 
Florida, North Carolina Alabama and Georgia in the early 1830’s to a 
reservation in Oklahoma. The ordeal killed thousands and was so brutal it 
was called The Trail of Tears. 27 Sara Abrams, living in Oklahoma, met 
Richard Rowland and raised her seven children in Greenwood outside of 
Tulsa, Oklahoma. Sara and her husband did well and opened up a dry 
goods store on Greenwood Avenue. A few years later oil was discovered 
and Tulsa, a sleepy town, became a major city almost overnight. 

The thought of great wealth attracted people to Tulsa from all walks of life 
like the California Gold Rush in 1849. A number of blacks from around 
the country came to Tulsa to make their fortune as did many whites. Sara 
Abrams Rowland and her husband became pillars of the black Tulsa 
community. Their business was located along a strip of other black owned 
shops. These blocks were so prosperous the area was called Black Wall 
Street.' Sara Abrams Rowland faced a crisis that changed her life. Her 
youngest son was falsely accused of raping a white girl. This alleged act 
touched off savage riots that burned Black Wall Street to the ground. 


~ 7 This is a true account placed to show African-Americans connection to American History. The 
desire is to get young people to do research and read about events that may still impact their lives. 

2S Most adults are unaware of the history of Black Wall Street. A good opinion question for a 
youth group is if our people where once rich, what do they think happened that created a permanent black 
underclass? 
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Vigilantes hung two of her sons and her husband was killed defending his 
family and business. 

Sara Abrams Rowland came to Willetbea after losing everything she and 
her husband managed to build up in Greenwood. The Great Depression of 
1929 further weakened her finances but not her resolve and faith. Shortly 
after her arrival in Willetbea she became a member of Ever Pressing 
Baptist Church and invested what little money she managed to keep to 
help the church she loved. She rarely talked about the Greenwood Riot or 
the loss of her family. Yet, she made her wishes known to write about the 
riots so no one in the family would ever forget their true history and 
legacy. 

She leaves to mourn her passing: Hosea Leon Rowland (Bubba), Kandace 
Mary Hazel, Georgia Vonora Rowland, Arnold Suffy Rowland, 

Christopher Mark Rowland, Trellamae Rowland Hysmith, George 
Heyward Rowland, Lorenzo Curtis Rowland, Edward Keith Rowland, 

Kevin Robert Rowland and a host of grands, great great grands, great great 
grands, along with four generations of nieces, nephews, cousins, four 
adopted children and many friends and loved one. 

She is preceded in death by her husband the love of her life Richard 
Allison Rowland, her sons Richard Allison Rowland Jr. and Reginald 
Rowland. Her siblings: Arthur Rowland, Georgia Rowland, William 
Rowland, Hazel Rowland, Leon Rowland, Haywood Rowland and her 
beloved daughter Leah Ora Rowland. 

Llava’s mind is blown. He can’t believe that he has a family history that is also 
part of America’s history. Now he knows what his Global History teacher at Nimrod 
Academy is getting at when he says, “If you don’t know where you come from how will 
you know where you are going?” 

All Llava knew about his family is his mother’s unhappy life and an absent locked 
up father. His family history made him sad. The thought that his great great grandmother 
was a daughter of slaves, lived with Seminoles and his ancestors he never knew about 
walked all the way to Oklahoma. The fact that his great great grandmother was 
eventually able to own her own business was too much. Llava’s mind is racing. He is 
wondering what else he does not know that he should know? 
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He is so glad that he came to a funeral for a lady he did not know yet has grown to 
admire and love. He makes a promise that he is going to do an extra credit paper about 
his family. He will call it ‘Unlocking the Mystery of My Family History’. 
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CHAPTER 13 
FAMILY LEGACY 


The soloist is ready to sing after all of the announcements, cards and resolutions 
are read. It is clear that Sara Abrams Rowland was respected and well loved. Flava thinks 
that his great great grandmother’s funeral is a far cry from the funeral for Glock, a 
Tombstone Corner team leader. It was reported that Molech Mobsters shot Glock with 
Glocks and did a drive-by at Thana’s Funeral Home to drive home a violent point that 
MM owns the streets. Flava heard that there was a small demonstration in front of the 
police station where just the week before hundreds of leaders and sign carriers marched 
through the community when a young African man selling batteries, watches and wallets 
was shot a crazy amount of times by four undercover cops. 

The protester’s numbers are small this time because while the community can’t 
believe gang members would shoot up a funeral, most of the leaders in the community 
are afraid to march or speak out because of the prospect of retaliation. That is why 
churches refuse to do community outreach or get involved in doing things like gang 
banger funerals. They think people who feel it is their destiny to die violently have no 
respect for life or the living so why bother. 

Flava thinks about a young woman named Vashti Akunyon Ford from the 
community who is not afraid of the gangs. For the last three years she has led ‘Bury Da 
Beef Not People’ marches throughout the community. She is not funded by foundations 
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because she is too grassroots. She is not supported by churches because she is not a 
member. The last demonstration she held was for a fourteen year old boy. He was shot 
dead a block from his home. He was caught in the latest daylight shootout between 
Molech Mobsters and Tombstone Comer. 

Vashti convinced local funeral homes to donate a casket and a hearse. She led a 
mock procession through the community. She was joined by young people from the slain 
boy’s junior high school, family members and several community leaders. They were all 
shouting, “Increase da Peace Bury Da Beef.” The ‘funeral’ ended in the park where it 
began with rapping and spoken word about life and death, hood love and hood hate. 

The soloist finishes singing Precious Lord. Many of the family members are 
crying. This moving song was once thought to be too bluesy to be sung in church. Its 
mood and rhythm were a radical departure from traditional spirituals sung at the time it 
was written. Flava looks at his mother and she is crying too. He tries to put his arm 
around her shoulder but it does not reach, so he does the best he can to comfort her by 
patting her arm. 

The minister gets up and begins the eulogy. He starts up slow looking at as many 
Rowlands he can take in saying, “We are here on today to celebrate the long life of a 
great woman, Sara Abrams Rowland. She suffered many setbacks and indignities over 
the course of her long life. Yet she refused to stay back, stay down or stay broken. How 
many of you know that trouble ain’t new and that trouble don’t last always?” 


29 The struggle in the church about appropriate worship styles i.e. liturgical dance. Spoken Word, 
mime or hip-hop inspired gospel rap is not new. The song “Precious Lord" written by Thomas Andrew 
Dorsey in 1932 caused great consternation in the church community. 
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People all over the church shout back, “Amen and Hallelujah.” Flava is doing his 
best to follow. He knows that he is taking part in history and does not want to be 
distracted or fall asleep. 

“She had an indomitable spirit that refused to let her circumstance negatively 
define her, dismissively marginalize her, or hatefully malign her. Sara Abrams Rowland 
was a giant in a small body. Her heart was that of the lioness. In fact she was The Lioness 
of Willetbea. You heard her story: a daughter of slaves, a sharecropper; ancestors tre kk ed 
across the country on a forced march with Native Americans who are perhaps still the 
most discriminated group in America. All who bear the Rowland’s name should be proud 
of the blood that course through your veins. I wish I could give people today a tenth of 
Sis Sara’s determination, a tenth of her courage a tenth of her love for community, church 
and her family. 

Sister Rowland told me in the hospital that she was not afraid to die because it 
was a part of life. In fact all of you who know how practical and matter-of-fact she was 
knows it is the truth when I tell you that she bought her funeral dress 20 years ago 
thinking when she was in her 80’s that her end was near.” 

Flava looks around and notices that some are laughing and crying at the same 
time which confuses and intrigues him at the same time. He never knew it was possible to 
be sad and happy. His mind goes back to Maclcl Truth and remembers reading something 
about life contradictions. Laughing and crying to Flava seems like a big contradiction— 
like shooting up a funeral filled with people who are already sad. 
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“I was instructed by Sister Rowland not to conduct a long, sad drawn out affair. I 
believe I came through on this not being a sad funeral but a joyous Homegoing. I have to 
apologize that the funeral is long—but don’t tell her.” 

Again scattered laughter breaks out around the church. 

“Sis Rowland told me, ‘Rev. Roderick Waller Johnson,’ she always said my 
whole name when she wanted my undivided attention. ‘When um laid out in front da 
church and all da Rowlands who care are assembled, please preach mah favorite story in 
da Bible when Joshua left da stones along da river.’ 

I told her, ‘That was not a funeral text.’ She said, ‘I don’t care because I won’t be 
able ta hear it—so ya might as well preach to da livin.’” 

The organist starts playing some chords on the organ as many in the church are 
laughing. While Flava does not know what is funny, he joins the others. He did not know 
you could laugh in church—especially at a funeral. 

“She said, ‘my final sermon is not for me. It is for my seed and my seeds seed and 
seeds yet to be born. This is mah family legacy um willin’ ta all da Rowlands.-Yes, yes 
yes.’ Y’all know when she says three yeses—there is no arguing with Sister Sara. I had to 
learn that the hard way. So I want to honor my word and offer for your consideration this 
thought: Remember The Meaning of The Family Stones. 

Family was real important to Sara Abrams Rowland. It was what held her the 
tightest when all hell was breaking loose in and around her life. She was about building a 
family legacy. She always said that she wanted the name Rowland to mean something.” 

Flava never really thought too much about his last name because he was tied up 
defending his first name from teasers who loved exploiting a perceived weakness in 
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others. His name meant something beyond Kool-Aid—that was a new thought. If his 
name meant something, then by extension his life must mean something. He thought, 
who would ever think in death one can discover the meaning of life? 

“Our text is taken from the entire 4 th Chapter of Joshua,” the preacher says. 

He reads the chapter out loud and to Flava’s surprise he is following along. He 
never read the Bible. He always felt it was boring and filled with a lot of yeas, nays, 
shalts or shalt nots. 

After the preacher finish reading he looks at the Rowland clan and says, “Your 
mother, grandmother, great grandmother, great great grandmother has a message for her 
family. Her fervent wish was that these words become your legacy. Say with me 
Remember The Meaning of the Family Stones.” 

The preacher pauses as if to makes sure the family understands the meaning of the 
moment. 

He says, “The text read in your hearing talks about how Joshua and the 12 Tribes 
are about to cross over into the Promised Land. It was at this point that Joshua instructed 
the leaders to place 12 stones to mark crossing the Jordan. These stones would serve as a 
legacy, as a significant family touchstone and reminder. So I want you to grasp the 
meaning behind each stone and why Sister Sara Abrams Rowland wanted this to be her 
parting thought. So let’s go through this stone by stone if you will, leaving no stone 
unturned and see what we have by the end of this Homegoing teaching for the living. 

All fa mi lies go through ups and downs. Families are under enormous stress 
caused by internal and external factors real, manufactured and imagined. What the leader 
of this family wants to leave as her lasting legacy is meaning—that life has meaning. 


- 110 - 



That you can learn from life and apply the same learning back to life and by extension— 
to your family.” 30 

Flava is about to jump from his seat. That was the same lesson he got from 
reading Maclcl Truth. The writer said that you can learn lessons from life. You don’t have 
to be a victim. You can be victorious when you look in before stepping out. 

“Stone Number One represents Love. It has been said that a child that is loved can 
conquer the world. Unfortunately some parents withhold love or mistake nagging, or 
beatings, with love. True, there is tough love and it must be applied when called for—but 
tough love does not mean the total absence of tender affection. Families must strive to 
love one another through ups and downs, twists and turns. Love is best when it is 
expressed. Love when right, not one way, not conditional, not keeping track of wrongs, 
not easily angered—when it is true love, it never fails. 

Stone Number Two is Sacrifice. You come from people who made tremendous 
sacrifices—doing without so family members would one day have. Today, people refuse 
to sacrifice even for their own. The me, mine and more mine mentality is killing us and 
our future. Sacrifice that is done willingly, not begrudgingly, is what helped pull fa mi lies 
up and out of the dark place of poverty, nullification and racism. It was the sacrifice of 
our elders, yes even unto death that helped the future sons and daughters who fought the 
brutality of the Klu Klux Klan, discrimination and racism. We must not sacrifice the 
sacrifices of those who gave their all. 


30 The church can be only as strong as the families that make up the membership body. The attacks 
on family eventually manifest as an attack on the church. This passage given at a funeral when folk are 
more prone to listen is supercritical to family focused ministries, and by extension, to the church universal. 
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Stone Number Three is Expectation. What you expect is generally what you get. 
If you expect nothing please don’t be surprised when you get nothing. Sara Abrams 
Rowland’s generation had a very low hope horizon forced on them. Yet they built 
businesses, built legacies, built strong communities—even built this church that we 
worship in today because they set high expectations higher than hatred, higher than anger 
and higher than the violence encountered daily. 

Stone Number Four is Discipline. Discipline is invisible internal power that can 
be called upon to consistently perform external, observable tasks. You can’t summon up 
discipline just because you want it or need it. You must have discipline in order to 
progress. The lack of discipline is a root cause of failure. It is sad that those who had the 
ability to make it fail miserably because they do not have discipline. Discipline is often 
characterized in a negative light as something that is rigid, inflexible—and frankly 
boring. Nothing can be further from the truth. Discipline defined is the power needed to 
do what you have to do now so you can do what you want to do later. 

Stone Number Five is Perseverance. This means to have a pressing spirit that 
keeps you going when life problems, setbacks or unexpected events scream for you to 
give up. Your ancestors had a pressing spirit—they persevered even though beaten by 
rabid mobs, bitten by ferocious dogs or battered by high pressure fire hoses. Today 
people feel it is alright to give up at the first sign of real or imaginary trouble. Giving up 
is the easiest thing to do—holding on through life’s storms—and there is always another 
storm coming, is hard, but not impossible, so hold on beloved hold on. 

Stone Number Six is Continuity. Families must have a central narrative, a shared 
history if you will. You heard Sister Rowland’s story, it must continue to live and inspire 
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not just the Rowland family but all families who need to know God can make a way out 
of no way. Tell your story and let the children hear and pass it down to each generation. 
Your family history holds the key to your destiny. 

Stone Number Seven is Education/Training. While many of our elders did not 
have formal education that did not mean they were not smart. They had ‘mother wit’ that 
is common sense. They were smart enough to know if their children were not allowed in 
white schools, there must be something in there that their children needed. Today, with 
free education available, our children are dropping out, being put out or have been left 
out. If a family is not stressing education or getting training that leads to a marketable 
skill—then they are creating yet another generation who will not fit into society. This 
group will be doomed to hang on comers or to languish in prison. 

Stone Number Eight is Communication. We must get back to talking to each 
other and not at or about each other. With all of the technological devices we have today 

O 1 

it is possible to be around each other but not with each other. Talk—not about people, 
neighbors or favorite stars on the red carpet. Talk to each other about dreams, hopes and 
stories of overcoming. Adults don’t be afraid to tell your children about how you were 
able to overcome a particular obstacle in your life. In short ‘how you made it out of 
Egypt’ in spite of your circumstance. These stories can be the mission fuel that helps a 
family member caught in the vise grip of life’s struggles to power up and out. 
Communicate to the heart. Communicate to the mind. Communicate to the soul. 


31 Technology has created powerful ways to stay connected—but it cannot take the place of human 
interaction and touch. David Miller, head of the Urban Leadership Institute along with other agencies 
circulated Power Down to help parents and families negotiate/regulate the use of television, cell phones, 
games and other forms of social media. See Appendix D. 
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Stone Number Nine is Safety. Our fa mi lies need to feel safe with one another. 
Before the advent of Crack—locks were found outside of the door to keep robbers from 
entering. After Crack, locks began to appear inside the home to keep Crack-possessed 
family members from robbing their own. Families must be a safe haven where women 
need not fear being beaten up by their spouse or children terrorized to the point of 
despondency. 

Stone Number Ten is Responsibility. Please know that your life is your 
responsibility; not the government, your pastor, your boo or ya boo-hoo. If you give up 
responsibility for your life and grow content blaming others for your setbacks—you are 
willingly becoming a helpless and hapless victim who feels justified being nobody 
because of how you think you have been treated. 32 The easiest thing to do is push 
personal responsibility on someone else. This harmful action pushed to the extreme 
makes it possible to take comfort in giving up because one feels justified and convinced 
to be nobody. There are consequences for actions and inaction. 

Stone Number Eleven is Vision. Some of us have grown content gazing and 
chasing the alluring things the world has provided to visually stimulate the masses—and 
there is much to look at for sure. But it is possible that when we are looking we are not 
seeing. Having vision allows one to see what may not be clear just yet. Visionaries look 
past what is apparent to behold what is on the way. Seeing visions should not be the sole 
province of elders. Teach and expect your children and their children’s children to be 


32 There is a term in psychology called learned helplessness. Learned helplessness theory is the 
view that clinical depression and related mental illnesses may result from a perceived absence of control 
over the outcome of a situation (Seligman, 1975). 
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visionary. Talk to them about what they shall be, what will be—and always hold the 
crown high for all to see. 

And finally Stone Number Twelve is Faith. Without faith it is impossible to 
please God. Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen. 
And if you have faith the size of a mustard seed you can say to the mountain be removed. 
Sara was a woman of faith and a mountain mover. She had to be. Everything was taken 
away but her faith in a brighter day that sustained her. Family and faith, faith and family. 
A great hymn of the church and one of Sis Sara’s favorite songs is ‘We Come This Far by 
Faith’. She would rock to and fro in that seat right there by the window when the choir 
sang. It was as if she was transported back in time and was reminded to hold tight to her 
faith. 

So as I call Sis Chassie Daniels to come forth to sing this song, I invite you to 
accompany the Rowland Family to Freedman’s Cemetery a quarter of a mile down the 
road where Sister Sara Abram Rowland will join her husband and sons. There will be a 
repast served in the church social hall by members of Ever Pressing Busy Bees that Sis. 
Sara Rowland founded and served as President. Rowland family and all that gather here, 
as you return to your various life routines that can dull spiritual truths, make a vow this 
day based on all you heard, felt and experienced to always Remember The Family 
Stones—our survival depends on it.” 
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CHAPTER 14 

DREAMS OF YOUNG FOLK 


Flava is back in school but his mind is on the awesome experiences he shared 
with his uncles, aunts, cousins and his mother. He still laughs at Uncle Suffy’s crazy 
stories and faces he would make even when he was not telling tales. What he is most 
thankful for is the change in his mom. She went through her closet and gave away her 
clothes that no longer fit her new image—even the tight sparkly dress she wore to 
prison—gone. Flava actually enjoys being around his mother and their talks have been 
about real things and not yelling about things. 

Flava also recognizes that he is changing in ways he could not imagine. He 
thought, up until his eyes were opened and he started seeing instead of looking, that you 
lived then died. He did not think about a person can change, can grow, can be more than 
one’s circumstance along the way. He asked his cousin Rachel who copied the twelve 
stones down at the funeral to text the list to him so he can memorize them in order. He 
knows that the minister’s words were valuable now and in the future. 

Flava is the first to arrive to class. He got up extra early because he could not 
sleep. His mind was jumping from one thought to another. He heard this called ‘a 
monkey mind’. He didn’t know what it meant at first but he sure knows now. When he 
walks into class, Mr. Joseph was arranging the chairs for the Dream presentations. His 
chair fixing is halted by the swinging door. 
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He says in mock surprise, “So my Brother Flava, what brings you to school a 
whole half hour early? Either you are eager to give your presentation or you don’t have it 
and want to plead your case. Which one is it my brother? I hope it is the former and not 
the latter because this is a No-Excuse Zone.” 

Flava smiles and reassuringly says, “Come on Mr. Joseph, you know I would not 
play you or myself like that and come in here and not be prepared. Shoot, we had more 
than two months to get this done. I do have to say that your words about dreams changing 
were true. Mine changed and I did not know it until I reread what I wrote in October. 
What I wrote then no longer speaks about me or to me.” 

Mr. Joseph slowly nods his head. His curiosity gets the best of him and he asks, 
“Did something happen to change your view? You don’t have to tell what has changed. I 
will wait to hear along with the class but it sounds like something deep happened.” 

Flava shakes his head and says, “I don’t know where to start, well I guess I do—it 
was the funeral of my great great grandmother. I never met her in life but I found out so 
much about her and my family through her death.” Just as Flava was about to go deeper, 
several students enter the classroom. Flava glances at Mr. Joseph as if to say we will 
finish this later. 

The students take their seats. It is unusually quiet especially given this is the first 
time the class is together after a holiday. No one knows who will go first which adds to 
the charged atmosphere. Flava has never had an assignment that made him feel excited— 
nervous yes, because most of the time he was not prepared. Who knew that school could 
be exciting? 
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Mr. Joseph starts out by welcoming all the students back from Thanksgiving 
break saying, “I trust you had a good holiday and time off from school. We are back and 
it is time for you to share your Dream assignment. Please know that the whole school is 
engaged in this process and we will spend the morning hearing all of the essays. We will 
have a communal lunch and then hear from several community people we invited to talk 
about how their dreams.” 

Flava wonders if his classmates knew the lineup for the day. He is thinking the 
dream assignment must be deep if the whole school schedule was changed so everybody 
will be doing the same thing. He wonders if he should go first and get it over with or wait 
until he is called. 

Before he could pick his dream position, Mr. Joseph says, “I will choose the 
presenters in reverse alphabetical order. I want you to read your presentation. Don’t 
worry about spelling or grammar, we will address that later. And as I have said over and 
over, no one questions a Dreamer’s dream—and for sure no one laughs at the dreams of 
others—even if it is 180 degrees different from you or your dream.” 

Flava’s starts doing the monkey mind thing again as he tries to remember last 
names of his classmates. He is sure there are a few people with letters behind his. 

Mr. Joseph scrolls down his IPad and calls out, “Kayyaquawanna Wychemore 
please take the Dream Seat.” 

Kayya, as the class calls her, gets up and makes her way to the chair at the 
opening in the semicircle. It is covered in kente cloth—not the real one that African 
Kings wear (that would be cultural blasphemy) but the print kind you can get at the 
African Flea market. 
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Kayya is a one of those sisters built like a brick house since the age of 12. She sits 
down, crosses her shapely leg and begins to speak in almost a childlike voice. 

“My dream is about a friend. I don’t mean I am dreaming about my friend but I 
want the dream that my friend has for me to come true for me. My friend’s name is 
Sonya Angralon. We grew up in the Phyllis Wheatley Projects. We were in kindergarten 
through sixth grade together. We be like peanut butter and jelly—I mean real tight. We 
rarely argue and if we do we always soon make up. 

She got accepted into one of those high schools that only real smart white and 
Asian kids attend where you have to take a test and then wait to see if you accepted. I was 
hoping on the outside that she got in but was wishing on the inside that she wouldn’t be at 
that school. I knew I could never get in there in a million years. She at the top of her class 
over there and that is not easy. 

While I miss her encouragement and our time together, I am proud of her. 

I have to go back to when my nightmare started before talking about the dream. 
This is not easy for me to say because I buried it deep inside of me. When I do think 
about it I make believe to myself it never happened. Sonya told me if I want to be free, I 
have to get free. So here we go. When I was in seventh grade a man my mother moved in 
molested me. At first I thought he cared for me the way a father cares for his child. He 
would buy me things. I did not think anything was wrong when he would kiss me 
sometimes on my mouth. I liked what he would buy me so I wanted to be around him. 
After he kept touching me even when I told him to stop I told my mother. She did not 
believe me. That hurt me more than what he did to me. I told Sonya. She believed me. 
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From that point on, Sonya has helped me even when I could not help myself. She 
made sure that my school assignments from seventh grade on were done. Sonya would 
never let me give up even when I did not have the energy to keep up. She got on me 
when I told her about not wanting to do this Dream assignment. She said it is time that I 
talked to more people and not just to her. I want to be a nurse but I know I do not have 
the average. Sonya has already found schools for me to attend near Cornel in upstate New 
York where she been accepted. Her dream is to become a doctor and help poor children 
grow up healthy and strong. 

She met this lady doctor, I think her name is Dr. Lynne Holder, Holdrup or 
something like that. She started a program called Mentoring in Medicine. Dr. Lynne, I’ll 
call her that helped Sonya get into an advanced medical program. That is Sonya’s dream 
and I am happy somebody could help her. I sure couldn’t. I sometimes get scared because 
I did not want her dream to not come true trying to make mine happen. I don’t want to let 
my dream be eaten up by the nightmare.” 

Kayya puts her head down and for a minute she looks like a scared child in a 
grown woman’s body. She starts crying and slumps in the chair. Mr. Joseph is the first 
one to her. He kneels down and whispers something in her ear. Flava remembers when 
Tessie started crying on the prison bus and how it made him feel. He wants so bad to go 
over to Kayya and tell her how Tessie’s father walked out, and her mother dying of 
cancer, and how Tessie got knocked up and still was able to go back to school and is now 
a technician in a clinic. But all that comes out of Flava’s mouth is, “Let the weak say that 
they are strong.” 
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Soon the kids in the class were chanting, “Let the weak say that they are strong!” 
The more they said it, the stronger Kayya seem to become. She told her deep dark secret 
that has haunted her most of her life. She was not rejected or teased. She was supported 
by her new Nimrod Academy family. 

Composed, she finishes her story saying, 

“It was not good enough for Sonya to believe in me more that I believed in 
myself^—that was very hard for her I now know. So I am going to become responsible 
for my dream by investing in me and not my pain. I have already started seeing a 
therapist name Dr. Derek Hook. He does not make me feel crazy. He makes me feel safe. 
He told me that what that nasty man did was not my fault. I thought because I developed 
early that I did something, said something, wore something. Now I know I did nothing 
wrong. My dream is going to come true. I will be a registered nurse and me and Dr. 
Sonya Angralon will work in the same hospital one day. I see myself stepping up and 
over my past and going to meet what is down the road for me. Thank you for listening 
and thank you Sonya for being a real best friend and for always telling me I had a 
destiny.” 

Mr. Joseph tells the class, “Let’s take a minute on the house, to pause and ponder 
what you heard and what you are feeling. Please know that everybody has a story—and 
no story is more important than the next story. Speaking of the next story can Raecina 
Wright please come forth and take the Dream Chair.” 


33 It is never good when the person that wants change works harder than the person that needs to 
change. Anytime that happens, it is usually the person that wants change the most that ends up being the 
person disappointed and hurt when change does not occur. This feeling can manifest as resentment when 
the person thinks about how hard they worked and nothing changed. 
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Raecina, everybody calls her Rae, is one of the quiet kids in the class. It is clear 
that she is smart—in fact Nimrod Academy staff and students alike think she should be in 
one of the top high schools in the city. Rae is dressed in baggy pants, a wool button-up 
shirt and unlaced work boots. Her hair is in done in tight, neat uniform bump twists all 
over her perfectly round head. Rae rarely looks anyone in the eye. As she walks to the 
Dream Chair, she takes a deep breath and slowly exhales as she sits down. 

“My name is Raecina Wright. I am the youngest in my family. All three of my 
brothers are jocks. They managed to scare off boys that wanted to talk to me when I was 
young. Two brothers got football scholarships and eventually went away to college. 

When a boy would come around he would never come back because my brothers learned 
blocking on the field and on the street. They were afraid that I would get pregnant and 
break my mother’s heart. I guess they were pushed by how they treated girls like pieces 
of meat. It is something how boys treat other people’s sisters in a way they would never 
tolerate for their own sister to be treated. 

Anyway, I was around my brothers and their friends—perhaps a little too much. 
As I got older I started to have deeper intimate feelings and wanted desperately to share 
myself with someone. Since boys were off limits and my brothers got too old to be 
hanging around with their kid sister, I started being around girls all the time. Some of 
them already had sex with boys and even with other girls and would talk about it or talk 
about who else was or was not putting out. I wondered what I was missing? What was 
wrong with me? I wanted to be touched, held and accepted. 

I was down to one brother at home. He was not as big as the other two, but he had 
a brown belt in karate and kept any sniffers away from me. I was torn up inside. I 
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couldn’t talk to my mother about what I was feeling. After all she was the one that sent 
one of her friends to talk to me about sex. If that was not the most ridiculous conversation 
I ever had. I would laugh if it wasn’t so sad and full of bad information. 

My dad wasn’t good with feelings. He is locked tight as a bank vault over the 
weekend. Besides, he was too busy working all hours so the family can live in a house in 
a neighborhood we can barely afford. 34 His nightmare would be to wake up poor—not 
having a maladjusted child. 

I started telling my physical wants to this one girl who would always stay around 
longer than the others to listen to me. She was very pretty, the kind of girl that you would 
see in the rap videos—but she was not conceited. She never shared with anyone that I 
was a virgin or any other of my deepest secrets. She never made fun of me like some of 
the other girls would have done if they knew my real story. Over time, I poured my heart 
out to her and she told me her secrets. We held nothing back from each other. Our 
sharing was the best and most intimate time of my life. From that point on we were 
inseparable. I lived to be with her. 

I was unmercifully teased at my old school about the new group of girls that felt 
the same way I was feeling. The words, the laughing, the stares got to a point that I could 
not handle it anymore. It is hard trying to find your true self while trying to be yourself at 
the same time. Talking about being hurt, lost and rejected; not just by my peers but even 
well-meaning adults who would say things like, ‘don’t worry, you will grow out of it.’ Or 
‘you have such a pretty face’—but they never looked into my eyes. 

! The issue of class while present in churches is never talked about or understood in relation to 
impact on young people and families. Income disparity within churches has to affect members from 
different social strata. 
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I did not fit in with the fly girls and felt awkward being seen around boys that 
were not my brothers or their friends. Eventually I stopped going to school. It was too 
much pressure. My parents sent me to mad counselors. My problem wasn’t what they 
thought. I was not crazy, lazy or antisocial. I was confused about my wants and fell into 
depression. I felt trapped inside of myself. I could not find the strength to get excited 
about anything but her. Deep down I wanted to be loved, held and appreciated. I wanted 
to laugh with someone and cry with them—be with someone who wanted to be with me. 
Is that so wrong? Does that make me crazy to want to be held, to want to be loved by 
who I want to be loved by? 

I started feeling guilty for my longing that triggered deeper conflict inside of me 
which only depressed me more. I started cutting myself wishing the pain I felt would 
somehow defeat the pain I was feeling. This freaked my parents out. I was shipped off to 
an expensive boarding school that was really a very expensive lock-up for emotionally 
unstable youth. I got worse instead of better. I ran away several times. I lived on the 
streets and did what I had to do to make money—all the time knowing that I was living a 
double lie. 

My friend I used to talk to—the one I shared so much of me, the love of my life if 
I could say that. She graduated from high school and went off to college. I heard she is 
the head cheerleader and going out with a boy on the football team. I hope it is not one of 
my brothers. My dream is to finally tell her how much I love her and wish she would love 
me back.” 

Rae slowly gathers herself and stands up. She is looking her classmates in the eye 
as she walks back to her seat. She sits and stares out the window. No one ran over to her 
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perhaps because words of comfort were hard to find. Mr. Joseph started to say 
something but instead called out the next name, “Flava Rowland, please take your place 
in the Dream Chair.” 

Flava got up and walked around the back of the semicircle avoiding the gaze of 
his peers. He takes one last presentation mental lap even though he got up extra early to 
read his paper at home, in the $1.00 van, and on the train. 

He sits in the Dream Chair and looks at his peers. All eyes are on him. He clears 
his throat and begins, 

‘‘My first dream I ever had was to be healthy. All I remember growing up is 
doctor appointments and having trouble breathing. When I was in junior high school, I 
started hanging with a team that would go up on the roof and smoke. First it was 
cigarettes. I hated the taste but some of my friends could do some cool stuff like take a 
deep pull and make the smoke come out their nose. This was amazing to me. I paid the 
price to learn how to do the same trick. We would drink 40’s till this dude named Dutch 
started rolling up reefer in a cigar. He would always laugh and say pass the El if someone 
held it too long. Even though I had trouble breathing, I ditched cigarettes and started 
smoking blunts. I probably coughed out more smoke than I kept in. 

It was during this very hazy time in my life that I was looking at television and 
saw skateboarders competing in the The X Games—the X is for extreme. Nobody around 
here skateboarded. If dudes did anything it was play basketball, some football and kids 

35 The question of homosexuality has always caused great discomfort in the church. The reality is 
that young people (and adults) are exposed to male and female homosexuality and bisexuality in schools, 
neighborhoods and via all forms of media. The church is usually presented as a homophobic, prudish 
reactionary institution by secular mass media. Not talking about this issue will not make it supernaturally 
vanish. People in the church of all ages are dealing with the question and practice of homosexuality and the 
church is not. Cross Reference: See Chapter “Five Family Assessment Instrument,” 36. 
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from other countries play soccer. I took to the skateboard and it became all I thought 
about. When I wasn’t jumping off of the church stairs across the street from me, I would 
go downtown where other skateboarders hung out. They were mostly white, two Puerto 
Ricans and me. It was good to get away from beefs, crime, problems and trying to touch 
the sky on rooftops. 

I got good at skateboarding—finally something I could do better than most 
people. It was then that I started to dream about winning the grand prize in The X Games. 
You know there has never been a black kid from the hood competing at that level. I 
stopped smoking because I needed my wind to get stronger. I also stopped going to 
school because I thought time I was learning about per cents, fractions and decimals 
would be better spent learning how to do 360’s and 720’s in the air. It got to the point that 
I was taken over by skateboarding. My grades slipped way down but I did not care— 
school was not my priority—competing and being on television and being recognized as 
the greatest urban skateboarding champion of all times was all I cared about. 

Then some strange stuff started happening. I went to prison to see my father. I 
met this fly shortie named Tessie on the prison bus and she told me her life story about 
how her mom’s died of cancer and that she had a kid from a PK, that means preacher’s 
kid, who was locked up. When I got in the prison I saw my father and I was shooting him 
big shade at first. I wanted him to hurt as much as I hurt not having him around. Tessie’s 
boyfriend and my father got into this program that this mad cool minister started called 
Fathers Behind Bars. They started talking about being a better father to their children. 

My dad apologized to my mother and even to me then started crying. I mean a 
grown man in prison crying. Just as I thought he was going to get a beat down later on, I 
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saw other prison men crying because of the pain they put their sons and daughters 
through. That is where I first heard the words ‘let the weak say they are strong’ come out 
my father’s mouth. People need to hear you can make it even when you want to give up. I 
wanted to forgive my father right then but left before doing it. 

I’m getting to the dream but I have to tell this story. Everything started happening 
real fast. I had to go down south to a funeral for my great great grandmother last week. I 
didn’t know her and didn’t really want to go. That trip, along with getting into Nimrod 
Academy, changed my life. I met family members down there that I didn’t know existed. 

I have many cousins my age. A couple went to college and another one who is in a 
special minister training school called cemetery I think. I was with a bunch of smart 
people my age not talking about hustling, getting over, fighting, making or having babies 
but about the future—their future. 

That was deep for me. But what really blew up the spot was the story they call 
obituary for my great great. She was a daughter of slaves and her great grandmother 
walked this walk called The Trail of Tears with real Indians, I mean Native Americans 
that my ancestors married. They were forced at gun point to relocate on a reservation in 
Oklahoma. Many died along the way. 

She was poor in her pocket but not in her mind. She got married to a man who 
wanted to be something in life and eventually was able to buy property. Her and my great 
great grandfather owned several businesses way back in the day. The family was doing 
alright until one day in June a riot broke out. I think it was June 1, 1921 when one of my 
great great’s sons was accused of raping a white girl. A lot of black people were killed 
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and the business district called Black Wall Street back then was burned down to the 
ground by a white mob. 

I found out that I came from strong, praying, funny people that owned something. 
I now see that there is nothing wrong with being smart, going to school—getting an 
education—being somebody in life. So with all that put out there, let me get to my dream. 
I no longer want to be the grand prize winner of The X Games. I want to be a 
businessman—I want my own to own. I will still jump on my Phat Skateboard but now I 
am looking at owning a Skateboard Park where skateboarders from all around can jump, 
practice in peace—and pay me. 

I also want to own a store that sells skateboards, my personally designed line of 
sports clothing and accessories for serious competitors. That is my new dream and I am 
more determined to make this come true. I discovered that my elders did not have a give 
up spirit. I had to let that spirit die out of me before something stronger could live inside 
of me. That is why the weak can say they are strong. I want to be able to share this dream 
with my mother and father when he gets out. That is my dream inside a dream.” 

Flava returns to his seat thinking how much he has grown—a lifetime in a short 
six months. He never imagined changing how you think could change how you live. He 
feels lighter, clearer and more determined. He is also hungry and ready for lunch. 
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CHAPTER 15 ONCE WAS BLIND NOW CAN SEE 


Flava sits down next to Fabiola Beltran in the cafeteria. She has become like a 
sister to him. Fab as she likes to be called is the first girl that he can honestly say he 
really likes as a friend. He did not know he could have a girl and not have the girl at the 
same time. They talk between classes about life and their personal struggles. Fab was in 
foster care for most of her life—way longer than Tessie. She said she had just about 
given up on herself. She was living ‘la vida loca’ taking chances hanging with folk that 
had no respect for her or life. She did a turn around when she went on a retreat she heard 
about to a place called Frost Greenkill Camp. 

She met other foster care kids there. Some were doing very well and others were 
struggling just like her. It was at the camp that Fab made life-changing contacts with 
adults that believed in her. 36 She also befriended a number of supportive peers. All of 
them knew what it was like to grow up without family support. Most of the adults that ran 
the retreat became her “adopted” family even though none filled out any papers. She got 
a new attitude and while she can probably get any boy and most men to do whatever she 
wants she is on a mission to get and keep herself together. 

Flava likes the fact that Fab (he sometimes calls her Fabulous Fabiola) can focus 
no matter what is going on around her. As crazy as it sounds, in the past, Flava could 

36 Literature on youth resiliency mentions the importance of a caring adult in the life of a young 

person. 
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focus on a skateboard move so intensely that he blocked everything but the move he was 
going to make. He now sees that when it came to schoolwork one distraction, one joke by 
another bored student, and he was not able to regain focus. Flava and Fabiola talk about 
the importance of focus and discipline while their peers are content talking about other 
people. In fact it was Fabiola that told him, “Small people talk about other people and big 
people talk about ideas.” 

A conclusion that they share is that you have to have focus to keep focus which 
makes focusing a challenge. They both talk about when they were out of focus—when 
they were blinded by the blur that was their lives and the chaos “stinking thinking” 
caused for both of them. 

Ms. De La Sol walks over to the podium. Her manner is the same as when school 
started. She is still no nonsense. She could be funny at times—but no one makes the 
mistake of thinking her smile means weakness or that she is some kind of joke. All of the 
students except the extreme knuckleheads love her to death because it is clear she is 
trying to save lives through education. 

She taps the microphone to make sure it is on. Looking around the crowded lunch 
room she says, “Good afternoon Scholars, or should I say Dreamer Scholars? Today is a 
big day for Nimrod Academy. Every class has been engaged in Dream talk. We want you 
to know there is power in dreams and that your dreams shape you one way or the other. 
We also want you to know that your dreams are not an end point but a beginning. 

Without effort hooked up to will power, dreams have a way of becoming a nightmare. 

With that said we have three people from the community, many have lived or still 
live here. Some hail from the same projects where many of you and your parents live or 
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once lived. All are involved in lifting up people—young and not-so-young. So let’s give a 
Nimrod Academy welcome to our Dream Team.” 

Flava looks at the speakers and notices a man that looks familiar. He scans the 
program and sees that his name is Rev. Caleb Boone. He mulls over in his mind the name 
but draws a blank. 

Ms. De La Sol waits for the clapping to stop and continues, “Before we present 
our esteemed ‘Round the Way Dreamer Panel’, we have a special surprise for you. 

Her voice suddenly rises as if she is one of the boxing announcers, “Straight up 
outta the hood, America’s renowned urban poet, rapper and businessperson 
extraordinaire... It is my honor and pleasure to present three time Grammy Award 
winning artist J-a-z-z-y-J-a-s!H” 

A collective gasp fills the room followed by crazy cheering as Jazzy-Jas walks 
from behind a closed kitchen door and strides to the makeshift podium. He does not have 
an entourage, just one big body guard standing a few feet away scanning the room 
through shades. 

As Jazzy-Jas takes the mic out of the stand he looks at his bodyguard and says, 
“Relax, um home son.” 

The students whip back up in an instant fervor cheering even louder than before. 
Even the teachers are impressed by their celebrity guest. 

“Most y’all know mah real name is Jason James. Ah was bom and raised in da 
Paul Lawrence Dunbar Projects bettah known in da hood as PLD. Some y’all ‘member 
my lil hook, ‘PLD all up in me once was blind but now I see’.” 
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The students rap along with Jazzy-Jas with their heads bobbing and bodies 
posing—the beat is in them. The sheer power of hip-hop completely takes over the room 
with a suddenness that surprises only a few. Every era had its own music and a lifestyle 
denied by adults. One day the hip-hop generation will rise up against the music of their 
children. That’s the way it is, was and will be—but this is not the day. 

Jazzy-Jas takes off his shades; his warm smile goes against his carefully crafted 
hardcore image. Quieting the crowd, he says, “Dat one line sums up where ah am right 
now. PLD all up in me once was blind but now I see. I was so blinded by da streets, by 
mah family situation, by mah past, by da pursuit of fame. So much dat ah missed seein’ 
important things dat um now learnin’ as a student of life fa real. Ah now know ya never 
stop learnin’ or should wanna stop. 

Ah had ta figure out how ta be a man; how ta own and run mah business. It one 
thing ta waste otha people’s time and money. Believe me it is very different when ya 
waste ya own time and money. Mah music is mah life and mah life is mah music. The 
words come from somewhere, not from some rhyme book, but from life experiences dat 
are good, bad and sometimes ugly. So ah wanna talk ta ya ‘bout some things ah learned 
long da way dat ah hope can open ya eyes and help ya see dat ya dreams kin come true... 
‘aiiggghhttt???’” 

‘“Aiiggghhttt,”’ the students reply in unison while giving each other high fives. 

“Da first thing ah wantcha ta know is dat it ain’t where ya come from, not where 
ya start out in life, but its where ya end up dat counts. Mah ticket was punched fa 
whatchacall it.. .oh yeah. Da Lil House. It was not built when ah was your age but if it 
was ah was definitely goin’ dere. Mah friends back in da day caught up in street life, 
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hustlin’ gittin’ high and messin’ up in school went ta what was called 600 Hundred 
School. Ya kin think of it as a school in a jail or a jail in a school either way ya right. 

Dats where ah got da idea ta do 600 Ways Ta Fail. Most of mah friends had mo talent dan 
me and otha artist dat y’all support. Some came from tight families and dey had dreams 
fo’ real. But a dream dat is not worked on ain’t nothin’ mo dan a free movie in ya head 
starrin’ you. 

If ya gotta dream be willing ta fight ta make it come true. Da mistake alota people 
make is dat dey become good at fightin’ demselves, takin’ pride heatin’ demselves down 
ta da ground. If ya livin’ a nightmare know ya don’t havta stay dere. Wake up on da 
strength of knowin’ dat ya dreams kin come true—if ya willin’ ta pay da price. And dat is 
da big if. Dose two letters If have stopped many people. Ah coulda made it if ah had not 
got all hung up on drugs. Ah woulda stayed in school if ah hada listened ta mah moms 
instead mah team.” 

The room is dead silent. Jazzy-Jas is dropping science and has Nimrod Academy 
students in the palm of his hand. He knows it. No one is whispering, fidgeting or causing 
a distraction. 

This is a supreme learning moment. 

‘‘Now take dis tip ta da bank everybody who say dey ya friend ain’t necessarily ya 
friend. Da block ya live on picked ya first friends. Notchu. Ah call dem first hood friends. 
While ah still got a friend or two from PLD days, most ah don’t see any more cuz dey 
either dead, doin’ time or eatin’ garbage on da street. Dat ain’t livin son dats ain’t fully 
dead yet. Ah find dat da friends ah picked later in life are important in mah life ‘specially 

37 Most adults get accustomed to saying the right thing at the wrong time and wonder why there is 
no change. Unfortunately the least observed and hurtful dynamic is saying the wrong thing at the right time. 
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da ones ah met before ah blew up. Not da ones dat waitin’ grinnin’ and schemin’ till ah 

TO 

break somethin’ off fa dem. Dey ain’t friends. Dey leeches wid legs.” Ya gotta know 
da difference ‘tween a friend and a leech. 

Let me break it down fo ya—a friend will give but a leech can’t do nuthin’ but 
take. Ain’t no puzzle. Its right dere in frontcha ya eyes. Wantin’ ta be liked kin make ya 
think a leech is a friend. Ya best be careful if ya like ta give. Believe me ah learned dis 
simple life truth da hard way.” 

Flava and Fabiola look at each other and both smile at the same time. They realize 
that they picked one another, not because they lived on the same block or that they were 
the same height (though Flava likes this fact), but because they truly liked each other and 
want only the best for each other. It seems like Jazzy-Jas overheard their conversation the 
day before when they talked about the difference between a real friends and associates. 

“Some people will do any and everythin’ ta be famous, ta be known and admired. 
Let me tell ya somethin ah neva say out loud cause it bad fa mah image. Sometimes, jes 
sometimes ah jes wanna be Jason James from ‘round da way’. Ah know dat will never be 
but ah wish it so sometimes. Don’t git me wrong, da money, mah cars, mah family it’s all 
good. Ah love mah life but ah don’t feel da same way ‘bout fame. Fame is a beast dat if 
ya not careful kin and will devour ya and spitchu out. Think ‘bout all da performers who 
hit it big and left jes as fast. Ah don’t know what is worse, fightin’ fo fame, keepin’ fame 
or losin’ fame. Ah tell people new ta da game, ‘who you are befoe ya git famous is who 


38 It is important to talk to young people about friends since their peers can exert either positive or 
negative influence that can rival parent or role model’s authority. It is good to listen to what young people 
think makes up a friendship. Do not be surprised if you hear different friendship categories. 
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ya are afta ya git famous—just richer’. Dats why some folk famous or unknown burn up, 
give up or git shot up.” 

Hey let me put on mah business hat. Ah got mah new release Dream Deferred. Ah 
was inspired by a man named Langston Hughes a poet/rapper livin’ durin’ a time known 
as da Harlem Renaissance. He asked da deep question, ‘what happens ta a dream 
deferred’? I hope none of y’all eva find out. Everybody doin’ good in school will git a 
free copy. Dream Deferred will drop befo Christmas in da stores Timin’ is everythin’ in 
dis business. And it is a business fo real. All y’all will git a free copy so ya don’t havta 
bum mah stuff. One of da cuts, Is Ya Seein’ Whatcha Lookin’ At? is mah favorite. Befoe 
ah git back ta mah grind, ah wanna ask ya this: ‘Is ya seein’ whatcha lookin’ at lookin’ at 
lookin’ at? Is ya seein’ whatcha lookin’ at best be sure! Peace, I’m outta here!” 

The pounding music from the sound track causes the cafeteria windows to vibrate 
as the words hang in the air. The students give Jazzy-Jas a standing ovation. Right before 
he puts on his shades he quickly wipes a lone tear from his eye. He looks up and gives the 
sky a kiss and disappears out the kitchen door. 

Flava and Fabiola are standing on their chairs to make sure they see everything. 
Mr. Joseph comes by and asks them to step down before they get hurt. This was a day to 
remember. 

Ms. De Fa Sol returns to the podium. She has to wait a solid minute before the 
noise dies down. She is smiling as if to say, ‘I know what I am looking at’. When order 
returns, she says, “Jazzy-Jas left a check to start The Nimrod Academy Scholarship Fund. 
I ain’t gonna say the amount but I did see a bunch of zeroes. He said that he will get other 
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high profile artist he knows to give back to schools, youth programs and churches in the 
communities they left.” 

Flava thinks back to the conversation he had with Uncle Buck about stingy 
performers who refuse to help their people left behind. He feels Jazzy-Jas is breaking the 
mold. The students and teachers erupt again. Ms. De La Sol holds up her hand and once 
silence is restored. She opens her paper to introduce the next speaker. 

“Some of you may have opted to use the voice activated tape recorders to record 
your dreams donated by Divine Revelation Church. Well it is my honor and pleasure to 
introduce the church’s new Pastor Caleb Boone. Show your love for Rev. Boone.” 

Before Rev. Boone could get to the mic, Flava suddenly remembers who he is— 
he started the Father’s Behind Bars Program that his dad and Tessie’s man are in. He 
can’t believe that Rev. Boone made it from Lo Debar Prison to Nimrod Academy. He 
does not know if he should wave, run to the podium or yell out, “Let the weak say they 
are strong!” or what. 

Rev. Boone steps to the mic and greets Ms. De La Sol, the staff and makes 
respectful comments about Jazzy-Jas. Then he turns to the students and says, 

“I did not come to give a speech. That is easy to do. I came by on today to set 
some hearts on fire. I came to help somebody know that there is a way, a way up, a way 
out and a way in. 40 1 know what I am talking about because at one point in my life I was 
locked up. Yes, I did time but I learned that I did not have to let time do me. I had to get 
locked up before I could be freed up. I don’t want you to make the same mistake because 

39 Faith leaders are largely invisible to the community. There are opportunities for congregations 
to adopt schools, provide space and volunteers. Cross Reference: See “Pastor Survey,” 125-126. 

40 Rev. Caleb has learned how to be spiritual but not religious in secular settings. He knows who 
authorized him to speak and he walks in full authority—even outside of the church setting. 
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time is not a renewable resource. I know some of you think that the only way to learn is 
to mess up and then fix up. That may be true for some things in life but it don’t have to be 
true for all things.” 

The students are silent. Even a team that is always talking is looking at the 
speaker. 

“I took over as head of Divine Revelation Church almost a year ago. When I got 
there were no real youth programs inside and certainly no outreach programs for youth or 
the community. Do you know we have a gym in our basement and some members never 
wanted that news to get out because they did not want young people from the street 
coming in to use it? When I heard this foolishness I asked, if any of them wanted to play 
basketball, volley ball or dodge ball? Needless to say, they dodged the question.” 

A few of the students start laughing perhaps at the thought of old people playing 
dodge ball. 

Rev. Boone looks into the eyes of those laughing with an intensity that eventually 
calls the room back to order. “Can you imagine a full court not being used when young 
people are dying in the street in full view of people who claim to love God but can’t show 
compassion for young brothers and sisters made in God’s own image because they exist 
outside of their locked doors? I can’t. I won’t. I started The Sons of Promise Mentoring 
Program for young men and Chosen Vessels Sisters of Destiny for young women. I invite 
strong adult role models as mentors who know how to appropriately communicate love, 
discipline and respect to young people, to each other and to parents. 

We all need help growing up. I challenge each and every one of you under the 
sound of my voice to think about a person outside of your family who helped you; who 
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opened a door for you; who was there at the right moment with the right word for a 
wrong situation that tried to destroy you.” 

Flava looks at Fabiola and whispers, “This dude may be a Pastor but he is deep. 
You should have seen him in prison. That’s where I first saw him while visiting my 
father. He wasn’t scared or nothing.” 

“So here is my dream, not for myself but for my community. I went to a 
conference sponsored by the Search Institute and heard about The 40 Developmental 
Assets stating what all young people need in order to grow and thrive. In other words, 40 
things, all, not some, not rich, not just young people in church, not just young people in 
gangs, foster care, smart or clueless, but all young people need. So Phase One of my 
dream is to institute a training program steeped in the 40 Developmental Assets for all 
mentors so they are better able to minister to the needs of young people. I want to make 
sure that teens in and around the church have as many assets as possible. 

I also want to teach parents and guardians about asset development. 41 Soon and 
very soon, I will meet with Ms. DeLa Sol and we will do a joint proposal to get teachers 
here and my staff trained as asset builders. She does not know it yet.” 

Ms. De La Sol stands up and waves papers in her hand as if she is going to faint. 
The students, faculty and Rev. Boone laugh. 

He waits until the laughter dies down and continues, “The next part of my dream 
has already happened and that was to adopt a school. This one in case you didn’t know. 

One of my members, Bro. Joseph told me about what he was doing here. He 
helped me to see the wisdom in bringing the church leadership to meet the school’s 

41 See Chapter Four containing a breakdown of the 40 Developmental Assets. 
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leadership to negotiate how a dream partnership would not turn into a nightmare 
relationship. I did not mean to go on and on about this but when you walk in your 
destiny; when you find your ‘what’s supposed to be,’ you get excited and want to tell the 
world.” 

Rev. Boone takes a drink of water while he looks around the room making sure all 
eyes are still on him then continues. 

“Let me tell you this. My personal dream was birthed in a nightmare that almost 
ended my life before I started living. I was born in North Philadelphia. That was and still 
is a rough part of town. My mother did the best she could for me. She had to be mother, 
father, security guard, tutor and warden to me and many of my friends. My dream then 
was to run track for Temple University, less than a mile and a world away from where I 
lived. I did not get into Temple but was able to get a full track scholarship to Frederick 
Douglass A & M down south. I had one foot going in a positive direction and the other 

42 

foot steady inching in a negative direction. 

A day that changed my life happened when I agreed to be a lookout for what was 
supposed to be a simple break-in on campus. All of us were broke and needed money for 
Homecoming. We decide, or I should say a brother from Chicago named Sha-Rob 
decided that we would break into the coin machines in the Student Union Building after it 
closed. The night the deal went down the security guard came through a different door 
than the one I was watching. 


42 Even when our young people ‘make it’, the pull of the streets still exerts pressure. It is important 
to keep lines of communication open if and when a young person goes to college. Some parents tend to 
lighten up on school visits when the ir child enters high school. That is potentially a dangerous decision. 
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He surprised us and started radioing for help. One of the brothers with us that we 
did not know too well panics and pulls out a knife and stabs the guard in the chest. Before 
we knew it, that man, a father of four, was gurgling in his own blood. He died in front of 
the candy machine that us brilliant college students could not figure out how to pry 
open.” 

Needless to say, I not only lost my scholarship, got kicked out of college, broke 
my mother’s heart; I had to do a 7-15 bid in prison on an accessory to murder charge. 
Even though I did not stab the man—I would never have stabbed him or anyone else— 
the mere fact that I was there meant I had to do time. I never have been in serious trouble 
before. Yeah I got busted for stealing Little Debbie’s from the bodega around the comer 
from my house and other dumb stuff like that when I was kid. 

Believe me there is nothing cool, slick or hip about having your freedom taken 
away. I learned that the hard way. Sorry, I went on so long. You know how preachers get 
when there is a mic, an audience and a relevant message.. .1 just haveta say, ‘when I think 
of his goodness...’” 

It looks like Rev. Boone wants to bust out in a shout step or at least he is acting as 
if he does. 

Flava tells Fabiola, ‘‘The same feeling in the room right now is the same feeling I 
felt down south, and at this school when I first enrolled and at Lo Debar prison when my 
dad said ‘let the weak say they are strong.’” 

She nods her head saying, “Flava, this is not a coincidence but a ‘godincidence. 
There is something happening in your life that is bigger than you but must come through 
you. It is called destiny. You were given it for free but must fight to get to it.” 
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Flava looks at Fabiola and wants her to go on. She is the first person who has tried 


to make sense of what he has been experiencing. He would dare not talk to his friends 
about the last few months. 

Rev. Boone’s head goes down for a few seconds as if he was reliving his life in 
front of the students. He lifts his head and says, “If you want to hear part two please stop 
by the church next Saturday. And if any of you know the boy that cursed me out when I 
told him that he could not skateboard off the stairs of the church—please let him know 
after he cursed me out and left that I prayed a covering for him asking for a special 
blessing over his life and his family cuz dats what we do.” 

Rev. Boone looks in Flava’s direction and says in a deliberate voice, “If anyone 
knows this young man please tell him he is welcome to come to Divine Revelation on 
Saturday or any other time for that matter.” 

Flava almost passes out. He did not know he cursed out a pastor. He thought he 
was dealing with a security guard. Even though he did not go to church he knew better to 
do something stupid like that. He wants to identify himself and give an apology. Instead 
he loses his eyes and says that he is sorry hoping that will erase what he did. 

Rev. Boone straightens out the collar of his white on white shirt and says, “I 
asked one of the young people that joined my church recently to come and share some 
Spoken Word with you. She went out to L.A. with a local program called Urban Word to 
compete in a national contest that bring young people from all around the country tapped 
to say something about the human condition, love, hate, spirit, life and death. I call these 
modem day rappers the new urban prophets. 43 1 asked our professing prophetess to 

| ! Spoken Word is the easiest way to improves self-confidence, cognitive and writing skills. 
Spoken Word combines metaphors and foundational truths cast against the backdrop of today’s issues. Ask 
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prepare something for the teens in my church. I guess for teens everywhere. Please greet 
a young sister living her dream and that is to use the power of words to positively impact 
the heart, soul and mind of her generation. Put those blessed hands together for Sister 
Endurance as she offers for the first time out of the doors of Divine Revelation: Cry of a 
Teenager.” 

Endurance takes the podium. She is confident. She has an Afro that is at once 
untamed yet contained at the same time. It is as if she was born in another era but feels 
comfortable in the time she is in. 

She starts out saying, “I thank Rev. B. for all he means to me and young people in 
general. I am also thankful that he does not just want some young people to find their 
purpose, their destiny, but all young people. I thank the leaders of this school for the 
vision to have this Dream Day. I am going to recommend having Dream Day at the 
church as soon as I can get to Pastor B and do a proposal. And to my peers, I offer these 
words that I dedicate to anyone who may have questioned the meaning of life or have a 
spiritual hunger. As Jazzy-Jas said... ‘gotta see whatcha lookin at’. I offer these words 
from Cry of a Teenager: 

Many teens today are seeking worldly prosperity 
Ain’t nothing wrong unless you seeking them wrongly 
Which is mostly the case today. 

They fail to understand that rightful prosperity 
Is only achieved through the Trinity 
They go about their own ways 
Instead of following what God says 
Rather than waiting on His prosperity 

young people if John the Baptist was a Spoken Word artist for his time, what would he say about 
conditions then? 
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They’ve allowed themselves to be blind by the enemy 

God it’s just so sad 

And it makes me so mad 

I wish they can open their eyes 

And truly realize 

That there is more to this world 

Than money, sex and weed 

Oh God hear this cry 

Over and over I plead 

Why instead of a severe longing for money 

They can long for you severely 

Why instead of going out there and having sex 

They can study your word and pass life’s test 

Why instead of harming their bodies with weed 

They can pray to you by getting on their knees 

Oh please hear the cry of another teen 

Begging and interceding for the rest 

So that they may not be condemned 

to this worldly mess 44 


Peace y’all!” 


44 This Spoken Word offering was given by a young then 17 year old sister from Prince William 
School District in Northern Virginia named Endurance Frepang. I was the keynote speaker invited by youth 
leaders who saw me at a Search Institute gathering in Houston, Texas the year before. Ms. Frepang was 
part of a smaller group of students assembled to have a one-on-one with me. This group served as the 
inspiration for the last Chapter on dreams. One of the dream stories told by Kayya came from this session. 
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CHAPTER 16 

CHALK BOY CAN’T TALK 


Jonathan Davidson has been laying low since the Molech Mobsters shot up the 
funeral for Staedo Supreme a high ranking member of Tombstone Corner team. Word on 
the street has it that he’s been identified as the shooter and targeted. He is not hiding from 
the Tombstone Crew as much as from the police just in case they are looking for him too. 
All Molech Mobster tags in the neighborhood have been defaced by Tombstone Corner 
members giving residents advanced warning that something is about to jump off. 

Mothers will not allow their children to play outside or even go to the store unless 
it is early in the morning. Older boys hanging on the corners not affiliated with either 
gang cast wary eyes on any strange, slow moving vehicles. People living on low floors 
facing the street make it a habit not to sit in the line of fire inside their homes or put their 
babies in empty bathtubs at night to protect them from stray bullets. 

Jonathan and his mother have not had any real conversation since he joined the 
gang. Her last talk with Bootsie indicated that she was going to put Jonathan and his guns 
out. Jonathan has purposely kept away from Flava. He heard that he is sold out to school 
and is doing well. The last thing he wants to do is bring gang drama Flava’s way. 
Jonathan passes time looking at all the dudes stupid enough to go on a TV show knowing 
that their DNA test will prove they are the father of denied babies. He likes what happens 
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when the cameras follow the people off stage and the couple either makes up or more 
drama happens. 

Jonathan is lazily looking at Jonathan Livingston Seagull , a book Flava gave to 
him. He is glad that his mother is working extra hours because lately they have been 
arguing about every little thing. He does not know if she is doing overtime to make 
money or avoid him. As he drifts back and forth between the book and his thoughts of 
getting out of the gang, he gets a 911 text with three stars and a location. He breaks out of 
his fog and springs into action. He goes to one of his sneaker boxes at the top of his 
closet. He takes out his 9mm, inserts a clip, chambers a round and keeps several ‘just in 
case’ clips in his pocket. He makes sure his orange and black flag is hanging right. He 
puts his gun in his waistband and puts on his down jacket and leaves. As he makes his 
way down the dark stairs none of the stairway thugs in his building dare mess with him, 
his mother or Flava and his moms for that matter. 

Jonathan takes side streets and back alleys as much as he can until he reaches his 
destination about a half mile away. He sees his MM brothers and they look straight up 
serious. He goes through their elaborate handshake ended by flashing three crooked 
fingers hanging down from the heart. As they pass around several extra fat blunts, 
Jonathan takes a deep pull and hears that Uno was shot in retaliation for the funeral parlor 
drive-by. Jonathan is filled with rage because Uno did not pull the trigger—he did. Uno 
took bullets meant for him—that is the height of street sacrifice. Guys that never cry are 
fighting back tears because Uno was well respected for his head, heart and history. 

Uno was a third generation gang banger. His grandfather was one of the founders 
of The Black Stone Rangers in Chicago in the late 50’s, one of the first organized 
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enterprises in the urban North run for and by black people. Uno’s father was the head of 
The Enchanters. They wore dark sunglasses, berets and long leathers even when it was 
hot—especially when it was hot! They liked to think that they were an off-shoot of the 
Black Panthers absent feeding the community and child care programs. 

While most adults in the neighborhood think the recent tension between the gangs 
stem from the funeral drive-by, the real beef is about rep, turf, and control of the growing 
drug business. Crack cocaine did more damage in the shortest period of time to users than 
any other street drug in the history of getting high. The drug was targeted to women and 
youth and controlled by young street gang members. One of the sad legacies and perhaps 
the glimmer of hope are that the children of Crack users who call themselves 80’s Babies 
refuse to use the drug after witnessing their parent’s quick and often time fatal descent 
into Hell. 

Crack burned itself out as it could not find the large numbers of people that fueled 
the initial nightmarish surge. The gangs know that powder cocaine and heroin are making 
a big comeback, along with Ecstasy, OxyContin and Crystal Meth and the old steady 
standby reefer. The disputed territory that MM and TC are battling for is close to the 
highway system so users from out of state, the suburbs as well as locals can make their 
way in and out of the neighborhood quickly. There is so much money at stake neither 
team wants to back down so blood runs in the street. 

The Molech Mobster’s plan is simple, ride by Liberation Boulevard, the heart of 
Tombstone Corner turf and let loose on anyone wearing rival gang colors. Jonathan wants 
to be in the lead car to avenge Uno and prove to his peers that he has heart. Heart is big 
on the street. You don’t have to be a bailer to have heart. You don’t have to be 
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particularly smart to have heart. You don’t have to be big or tall to have heart—but you 
got to be unafraid. 

The three cars, all with blacked out windows, slowly move out into traffic. As 
soon as they turn on Liberation Boulevard they are greeted by a hail of semiautomatic 
gunfire. The bullets, aimed at the lead car, tear through the doors and windows. The MM 
crew is outgunned and clearly ambushed. It seems that TC was either tipped off or got 
lucky—either way they were slinging shots from all over the street. 

Jonathan’s heart is pounding as both adrenalin and fear takes control. The bullets 
are flying from everywhere. He lets loose shots as well as his boy Solitaire in the back 
seat of the SUV. Before they can speed up Jonathan is hit two times. He feels heat from 
the bullet that went through the car door and into his side. He is blinded by a flash of light 
as bullets crash through the blacked out passenger window. One finds the side of his head 
as blood mixes with broken glass on the black leather seat. 

The driver guns the engine and runs three red lights to get away. After he makes a 
series of wild turns to make sure he is not followed he turns and stops at the mouth of an 
alley. He runs around to the passenger side and dumps Jonathan’s limp body on the 
ground. The panicked driver does not know if Jonathan is dead or alive. All he knows is 
that he has to get him out of the car. Solitaire jumps out and pries Jonathan’s gun out of 
his hand. He knows it was just purchased down south and has no bodies on it. 45 In 
seconds the car careens back across town. All that can be heard through the eerie silence 
is the growing sound of sirens coming from different directions. 

45 Most illegal guns come from the South. There is a steady stream of gun runners moving up and 
down Interstate 95. These illegal powerful weapons ultimately fall into the hands of people up to no good. 
Police have set up buy back gun drops with no questions asked. Several churches in Brooklyn have taken 
part in an effort to get illegal guns off the street. 
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News of the shoot-out spreads throughout the community like wildfire. Flava is 
just returning from Nimrod Academy’s after school tutoring program. He hears people in 
front of his building screaming that Jonathan was shot dead on Liberation. He ran up the 
stairs of his building and got his skateboard. He knows he can make better time than 
running crosstown. He heads out at full speed towards Liberation Boulevard weaving in 
and out of traffic. 

A thousand thoughts clog his mind as he rushes to the scene. Why didn’t he spend 
more time with Jonathan? What is his mother going to do now that both her sons have 
been claimed by street violence? He wonders did JD see the bullet coming like in the 
movies. Did he hurt some or did he die immediately? Did his life flash before him? Did 
he see heaven through clouds? As he pushes off as hard as he can he realizes that he 
knows nothing about death. Only what he sees in the movies and television. 46 

Flava sees a crowd standing at the mouth of an alley between a check cashing 
place and a bar. The yellow police tape makes the unnecessary point that something bad 
happened. Flava makes his way through the mostly young crowd. Some people recognize 
him as Jonathan’s best friend and bow their heads or look away as they back up—a sign 
of street respect. Flava kneels down at the head of a chalk boy that will never become a 
man. He whispers where he thinks the ear would be and says what passes for a street 
whispered prayer. 

“I am so sorry that I was not a better friend to you. I tried to get you away from 
the gangs. I know you thought my skateboard dream was corny. The few times you hung 
and tried to get on my board I know you did it for me. I will do my best to help your 

46 Youth of color watch more television and movies than any other ethnic group. Impressionable 
adolescents witness several thousand hours of vicarious and gratuitous violence. 
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mother. JD, we ain’t supposed to die before our dreams get a chance to live... now it is 
too late.” 
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CHAPTER 17 
MOTHER’S TEARS 


Bootsie suddenly awakes from a deep sleep. She is amazed her dream is still fresh 
in her mind. She saw herself speaking on a stage encouraging mothers. In the dream she 
saw herself running this program in a church. She is happy and sad at the same time 
because she never really ran anything but the streets and drugs. Yet there is a deep feeling 
like she can do this. It is as if she was born to help people. Bootsie is energized by all that 
is going on in her life. It is as if she can conquer anything and that nothing will stop her. 

As she wonders about this strange dream she remembers that she was supposed to 
go downstairs and visit Jonathan’s mother. She had fried some chicken for her before 
going to sleep. She also bought a box cake to take to her grieving friend. 

She walks through the unlocked door of her girlfriend’s apartment. A steady 
stream of well-wishers have come and gone; many leaving plates of food and 
envelopes—some with money. As she takes her chicken and cake to the kitchen, she tries 
to recall all the things she thought she would say to a mother that has lost, not one, but 
two sons to the unrepentant street monster called violence. 

Bootsie sits in a chair not wanting to disturb her friend’s sleep. She thinks about 
all of the mothers in the building and neighborhood that have loss children to the street. 
The papers and television reporters always say that innocent young victims were at the 
wrong place at the wrong time. Is a park the wrong place she wonders? Is sitting in front 
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of your apartment the wrong place? Where is the right place for our children she angrily 
asks herself? 

She finally whispers, “Ayo, Ayo, I am here.” 

Ayo rolls over on her couch. Her vacant red eyes and usually well-done hair tells 
the story. When she sees Bootsie, she slowly sits up, lights a cigarette, shakes her head, 
and burst in tears. The two women hold each for a long time, both rocking and crying. 
One woman is crying for her son that is dead. The other cries for her son that is starting to 
live. Their tears follow well traversed facial creases, then, all of a sudden, drop and 
disappear forever. 

“Bootsie, I mean Zipporah, Oh I’m sorry, I’m so confused right now,” Ayo softly 

says. 

Bootsie whispers, “Dat’s alright baby sis—dese are confusin’ times. If ya want ah 
kin cum back lattah.” 

“No, no please don’t leave. I cried what I thought were my last tears and more 
seem to find their way out of me. I hurt all over. I tried all that I could to keep Jonathan 
off the streets. I worked two jobs at different times buying him anything he wanted. I 
mean he had sneakers piled up to the top of his closet. He did not want for nothing—but 
he was still hungry for what I could not give him. He had it in his heart to do right by his 
brother—to avenge his death. I told him vengeance was not his to repay. He would look 
at me with eyes that told another story.” 

Bootsie thinks to reach out to her friend, not knowing if she should stop her from 
talking or try to console her. She does neither. 
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Ayo continues as a lone tear falls, “I moved out of the projects after my oldest 
was shot coming home from work. Everybody knew Amir did not hang out or was 
involved in mess. Yeah he had run-ins but was always able to move on until he was 
robbed and tried to protect his check and reputation. He told me just the night before he 
was killed that he had to protect himself. I wanted karate classes—he wanted a gun. 
Maybe I should have gotten a gun for him—you think my sons would be alive if I did?” 

Bootsie does not know what to say as she thinks, “Should a mother buy a piece 
for her son?” A long silence finds one mother staring at the ceiling and the other looking 
at the floor. Bootsie searches her mind for words but none will come. What can you say 
to a mother that loses two sons to street violence? Words seem so small and insignificant. 
So both mothers silently sit in the dark, as time, marked by a loud ticking clock, slowly 
but resolutely ticks away. 
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CHAPTER 18 

KING OF THE HOOD DETHRONED 


Flava has a hard time dealing with Jonathan’s death. The crazy voice in his head 
tells him to buy a ‘thumper’ and handle his business. Flava is consumed with avenging 
Jonathan’s death. In fact revenge is the conversation that has united friends living in three 
projects. Jonathan, aka JD, was well-liked. He had a quick sense of humor, was athletic 
and a risk-taker. Flava remembers his friend as fearless except when it came to jumping 
steps or riding rails on a skateboard. After a fall or two JD would say this *& A %$# is not 
for me and would leave. Who knew that one day he would fall and never get back up? 

Death is king of the hood—all will bow, unfortunately for young people, sooner 
than later. Most males Flava’s age do not expect to make it past their teens. There is a 
fatalistic attitude tempered by reality that if you are poor, young and male your toe tag is 
waiting for you. It is a reality that comes true each day. The cycle of death and 
retribution—like a waterfall...just flows—no one can stop it, but everyone watches it. 
Sometimes a street eulogist gets to offer words to the television news camera usually 
framed against a backdrop of candles—or teddy bears for a child. 

The street requiems for the fallen have become a way of life—death is one shot 
away. Why plan? Why Dream? Why want? The learned behavior is ‘live for today for 
tomorrow may never come’ (a street perversion of Give Us This Day). People, especially 
well-meaning adults who do not live under the shadow of sudden death, can’t understand 
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what young men are mentally and physically fighting. It is hard to wage a war against 
when it is impossible to adapt your opponent. 

Life has to follow rules—and a certain order. Death refuses to be orderly and is 
always unruly. It barges in usually as an unwelcomed guest. It takes what it wants with a 
fierce and often brutal suddenness. It leaves the town criers to pick up broken pieces that 
were once people’s lives. The sounds of gunfire happen so often in the hood that little 
children can recognize the type of gun in use. The abnormal has become normal. 

Flava heard that two brothers from around the way who are well-known and 
highly paid graffiti artists did a wall size memorial for JD on the side of a closed-up 
liquor store a couple of blocks away. The owner of the liquor store, Mr. Mouccus, was 
robbed so many times that he put up an enclosed Plexiglas turntable cut out in the front 
window so customers can receive their spirits and pay from the street. This did not stop 
the thieves—it just made them adapt. They now waited for the owner to close shop and 
then would rob him. They never really intended to kill Mr. Moucuss because it would be 
like killing the goose that laid golden eggs. They had no choice when one night they 
attempted to rob him and he pulled out a gun. He was shot three times. The robbers did 
not get any of the money that fell out of his hand and was carried away by the night wind. 

As Flava got close to the store he shut his eyes and steadied himself. He slowly 
opens his eyes and looks at the likeness of JD staring back at him. Flava’s knees buckle. 
The artists captured JD’s ‘there ain’t nothing gonna stop me’ looks. Over his head are 
three angels floating down on stark white clouds all in different gangsta poses. Across the 
blue sky are huge letters RIP written in classic puffy graffiti print. JD’s birth and death 
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dates are written in rainbow colors. There was even a reference to his brother’s death as 


well as three of JD’s peers at the bottom of the mural in the gone but not forgotten 
section. Flava wonders if TC team was going to deface the memorial—even though there 
is an unofficial street rule to leave memorials alone. 

The TV trucks with the hidden antennae that seem to touch the sky no longer 
come by. The network focused mainly on the death of an eight year old caught in the 
cross-fire that claimed Jonathan’s life. There were conflicting stories but generally it was 
accepted that the child was sitting on his stoop with some friends. When the shooting 
started he briefly froze before running. That was all the time the bullet needed to catch up 
to him. He was shot in the back of the head and died before hitting the ground. 

The local leaders feel more comfortable to have a community demonstration 
protesting the senseless killing of the little boy rather than ‘officially’ march to protest 
gang violence that killed the boy. It is an uneasy peace that other-wise law-abiding and 
God fearing people alike make in order not to be on the receiving end of gang retaliation. 
Flava does not know if he is going to the young boy’s funeral. He did not know him but 
feels for the boy’s mother l ik e he feels for Jonathan’s mother. To most people in the 
media and in the neighborhood, Jonathan was nothing more than a disease that destroyed 
itself. Not one thought is given about his mother’s pain or his father’s absence. Flava 
wants the world to know his friend had dreams that also died with him. 

He also wonders where will Jonathan’s funeral be held. Word on the street is that 
the reason no arrangements have been made is that his mother does not have the money 
to bury her son. Flava knows that is not true. The real deal is that no funeral home or 
church wants the body in their respective establishments because they cannot be assured 
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there would not be more shots fired during the funeral. Flava makes himself laugh 
thinking there could be a funeral at a funeral. 

After he stares at the mural of JD for what seems like hours, he slowly walks 
away. He does not remember his walk home or if the lights were on or off on the 
staircase in his building. He sits in his room and starts to cry. His tears are for his friend 
and for himself. In a moment of blinding insight in his dark room he realizes that death 
like some crazed monster is stalking the community claiming the young and old—the 
guilty and innocent. 

Flava posts his feelings on Facebook. He is asking some serious questions about 
the meaning of life and if he should even want to have a future given that death may be 
waiting for him around the next corner. The first person to hit him back is Fabiola. She 
posts that the best revenge is not from the end of the gun but by doing well. She ends 
with anyone who lives like he is gonna die has not really lived. 

Flava smiles as he thinks of Fabiola’s friendship and her ability to not just look at 
a problem and become overwhelmed but to see solutions and be free. She is wise beyond 
her years—a true student of life. If there was ever a person who had the ‘right’ to give up 
it was Fabiola. Her father died in prison just weeks before he was supposed to get out. He 
was stabbed in the back by an irate inmate that felt he was on the phone too long . 47 
Fabiola and her mother actually heard the struggle and the bloodcurdling scream 
followed by a faint whisper of love as the line went dead. 

47 Phones in prison are the primary way of contact for inmates and families.so control of phone 
usage is paramount and can be deadly. What is not commonly known is that reputable telephone carriers 
charge inmates placing collect calls to their homes exorbitant rates, usually triple or quadruple the usual 
cost of collect calls. This rate may go up higher during holidays like thanksgiving and Christmas. 
Profiteering telephone companies benefit from the prison industrial complex. There is legislation in some 
states to rectify this egregious use of power. 
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After the killing, Fabiola’s mother fell into a deep and dark depression with no 
exit sign. At the age of five, Fabiola went into the foster care system because her mother 
was no longer able to provide for her. She was blessed to be taken in by a woman who 
prayed for a child but could never have one. This same woman adopted Fabiola a few 
years after her biological mom committed suicide. Her new mother paid the entire funeral 
expenses. Fabiola’s biological family picked a fight at the Wake and had to be escorted 
out by the police. They felt they should have had more say in the arrangements even 
though none offered or had one thin dime to contribute. 

And eventually salvation. Death was all around Fabiola but she refused to let 
death cheat her out of having a life. Flava looks over Fabiola’s last post and notices her 
entry: Fabiola’s foster mother went to a storefront Pentecostal church. The young child 
with so much trauma and death in her life found love, peace, discipline, encouragement— 
Let the weak say they are strong. He falls asleep thinking that death does not always have 
the last word. 


4S Small churches in poor communities (urban or rural) are usually closer to the pain in the street. 
Every negative income, health, crime or education indicator impacts small churches in big ways. Often 
these churches do not have the systems in place or resources like large churches filled with educated 
congregants. It is this reason that small churches were included in every church survey. Cross Reference: 
See Chapter 
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CHAPTER 19 
ANSWERED PRAYERS 


Bootsie is in her last cycle of the Work Works Program. 49 In the next three weeks 
she will start interviewing for a job. She has not missed a day since starting. She has 
learned that her focus should be on the future and not stuck on the past. She battled to 
come to the conclusion that what’s done is done and what was said was said. It was a 
long time getting to this mental and spiritual clearing. When a woman messes up it is not 
as easy for her to pick up l ik e when a man messes up. She knows that she has been called 
everything but a child of God—and rightfully so. She laughs to herself because now she 
knows she is a Child of God. 

“Zipporah LaLande Rowland,” the class loudspeaker blares. “Please see Miss 
Bailey in the administrative office on the fourth floor.” 

Bootsie gets up from her seat and heads towards the elevator. She would prefer to 
take the steps to avoid the usual elevator drama but she does not know if there will be re¬ 
entry back to the fourth floor. The second day of the program she took the steps and got 
locked in the stairwell for almost an hour. She was not about to repeat that mistake. As 
she walks toward the elevator she notices a crowd waiting to go down. Most are trying to 
catch their 15 minute smoke break in front of the building. Non-smokers entering the 


49 Because of Welfare reform Legislation passed a decade ago, all people on what was known as 
Welfare must take job training as a prerequisite to getting a job no matter their prior work experience. 
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building at this time learn to hold their breath for as long as possible because of the thick 
haze of filtered, non-filtered, menthol or regular smoke hanging over the entrance. 

Bootsie is grateful that she gave up smoking and drinking. The change has cleared 
her mind and refreshed her skin. She finally figured out that is why she used so much 
makeup. She goes lighter on her blue eye shadow. Her big eyes don’t seem as big to her 
anymore. She wonders if this is true but feels stupid asking, “Is mah eyes smaller ta 
you?” She knows she could ask Ayo about her eye size but she is too busy trying to find a 
place to bury her son. 

As Bootsie waits for the slow elevator that is always jammed pack she thinks Ayo 
does not deserve what life is shoving her way. She was the first to break the welfare cycle 
on the block. Her man left her but she did not leave her family. It was Ayo that started 
going to training programs to better herself as the rest of her crew kept on partying. Her 
running partners, Fine Frisky Foxes they called themselves, would sleep all day only to 
be back at the spot the next night. This was their life and they all seemed satisfied. 

When the elevator door opens Bootsie is surprised there is room for her to 
squeeze in. She tries her best to create personal space for herself. The elevator slowly 
descends. An argument between two clients over who owes whom a cigarette breaks out 
just as Bootsie reaches her floor. She is thankful that she is getting off. The smokers are 
mad because they loss precious puff time waiting for the elevator and now it is stopping. 
Clients rarely get off of on the admin floor so Bootsie hears grumbling, complaining and 
a few cusses as the door closes. 

The admin floor is nothing like upstairs where the clients take classes. Everything 
is neat, clean and in place. A young woman sits at the reception desk. She was a former 
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Work Works participant. Bootsie thinks to herself, dat’s da way ah wanna look at work as 
she notices the young lady’s neat braids, crisp blue and white strip shirt, black skirt, 
stockings and work height black pumps. The professional looking receptionist speaks in a 
voice that can’t quite testify that the street has totally left her, “Kin ah help you? Who 
you here ta see?” 

Bootsie says, “Urn lookin’ fo Miss Stephanie Bailey. She jes paged me.” 

The young lady looks Bootsie up and down before disappearing in an office just 
off the reception area. Miss Bailey comes out into the small reception area. She has on a 
tailored burnt orange jacket and pant ensemble. Her hair is done. She flashes a warm 
smile and firmly shakes Bootsie’s hand. 

Bootsie follows Miss Bailey into her office and sits down on a well-worn low to 
the ground couch. Miss Bailey sits at her desk. She turns down the radio playing 
inspirational music. Bootsie is curious why she was called to her office. She knows she is 
not in trouble because she has made up her mind to always work hard and be on time. 

She refuses to play the extra carfare hustle that seems to be the reason some participants 
get up in the morning. 

Ms. Bailey looks straight at Bootsie and says, “I have been watching you for some 
time now. You came in the program on a mission and managed to stay focused. I thought 
that it was time for us to get to know each other better if you don’t mind.” 

Bootsie says, “Thanks fo da encouragement. Ah notice dat, ah mean... that... that 
some don’t make extra time for folk tryin’ ta git dere life back in order. Ah feel inside 
that you ain’t, ah mean you are not like that. Ah watch you too. Ah say to myself that she 
never talk down ta people. You da same person at work every day. If ah kin be honest 
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widchu, ah mean with you... I wanna be like you even though you way younger than me. 
I wanna help people. I wanna encourage da discouraged. I wanna take lessons from mah 
life to teach others how ta have a life. Does that sound crazy ta you?” 

‘‘No not at all,” Miss Bailey quickly replies. “It just tells me that my spirit was 
right about you. Can I be honest since you have been so forthcoming? I had a hard life 
but I refused to give up even though my twin brother and I were given up at birth. I was 
told by my adoptive mother that my birth mother did not want me. I never knew anything 
about my father except hearing whenever I asked about him that he was too young to be a 
father. He probably does not know we exist. 

Bootsie says, “I sho kin relate ta knowin’ a man that was too young ta be a father. 

I had mah son befoe I was ready ta be a mother.” Bootsie starts to fidget on the couch and 
looks up to the ceiling and whispers aloud, “If ah could jes turn back da hands a time.” 

Miss Bailey nods and waits for Bootsie to finish her thought. She knows this is a 
special sharing moment. 

“My adoptive mom took me and my brother. Sometimes that does not happen and 
siblings are split up. My new father was in the service and we lived on bases in this 
country and around the world. I went to college on the West coast. Both my brother and I 
were encouraged to go to school. I did, but my brother resisted. He ran away from home a 
few times. He was always in and out of trouble. When he was in his teens he broke into 
the house of a family friend on the base. He was lucky he did not get shot—guns are 
plentiful on military bases. That was the last straw for my father. He shipped my brother 
off to military school. He just could never fit in—and sometimes I know he really tried. 
Twins know each other in deep ways.” 
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Bootsie has a strange feeling like she heard this story even though she never met 
Miss Bailey before enrolling in the program. She looks away to gather her thoughts and 
notices two degrees hanging over Miss Bailey’s desk. 

She asks, “What is an M.Div.? What kinda degree is that?” 

“You get that degree only from a seminary. I just graduated and will become a 
minister as soon as I complete ordination class next year,” Miss Bailey replies. 

Bootsie thinks what kinda minister look l ik e and dress like Miss Bailey? 

Miss Bailey sighs, “My brother could not deal with church after he got in his 
teens. The Sunday school that I loved he hated. He said that he was not learning anything 
useful and it was boring. Well to be honest the Sunday school back then was run the same 
way since the head of it was enrolled as a child. 50 1 guess that is why it still is so hard to 
change—even though the world has changed. It is funny that I am the head of the Sunday 
school at the church I now attend; I am trying to keep it spiritual and current at the same 
time for the young people. 

The little ones are fine—they will do what you tell them and have great fun. It is 
the adolescents and teens we are losing—especially boys. As soon as they are old enough 
to vote with their feet they march out. Some never return. It is not easy for the church to 
change especially when you have to deal with leadership who see no reason to change. 
Tradition is choking the church. It has been said the seven last words of a dying church is 
‘we never did it this way before’. Children today are exposed to stuff that youth from my 

50 Sunday school continues to be the main youth development system in the church. Unfortunately 
most Sunday schools can be described in the same manner above. Little or no analysis is done to ascertain 
what is working, what is needed or what needs to be changed in Sunday school. The context in which 
young people are raised has changed in a manner that is sweeping, sudden, breath taking—and just when 
you seem to adjust more change happens. The Internet Generation and Millennials are used to this and have 
adjusted. Baby Boomers and Generation x to some extent spend their time catching up. Cross Reference: 
Chapter Eight “Sunday School Town Hall Forum,'’ 64 (check page after project is done). 
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generation and certainly your time never had to deal with. There are now more ways for 
strangers to be in touch with a child thanks to technology than any time in history.” 

Bootsie asks, “Is dis some of da things you learn in seminary how ta reach young 
people? One would think dat a church wid out young people is in big trouble. Ah would 
like ta work wid trouble kids. Ah learned what not ta do wid mine. In fact ah would like 
ta work wid mothers who havin’ trouble bein’ mothers. Dere’s so much goin’ on dat I 
mean that is hurtin’ mothers like never befoe. My best friend did what she thought was 
right for herself and chile and still not one but two of her sons were shot down in da 
streets in cold blood. Parents need help.” 

Miss Bailey breaks into a Took at God’ smile. 

She says to Bootsie, “I know you have to get back to class soon. But I want to tell 
you why I asked you to come down here. I want to invite you to come to my church. I 
must be clear with you, this has nothing to do with this program—it is 100 percent 
voluntary. If you choose not to go that is your decision and will not affect your 
participation here. I have to say that so you know.” 

Bootsie can’t believe her ears. This is what she has been secretly praying for. She 
nods her head in appreciation as tears start to well in her eyes. 

Miss Bailey hands Bootsie a tissue. She waits a moment and then says, “We have 
a program for mothers in and out of the church called Mothers at The Turning Point. We 
invite sisters to talk about the critical moment in their lives when they made a Spirit 
inspired U Turn to encourage other mothers who are going through. It is surprising how 
many people in church have needs but feel funny sharing. This ministry has helped 
mothers open up and not hide their pain. Our group meets every first Thursday in the 
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month at a place called Divine Revelation Church—I will give you the address and 
directions.” 

Bootsie eyes pop wide open. She is smiling and still tearing at the same time. She 
tells Miss Bailey, “Dat church is right ‘cross da street from where ah live. Ah don’t need 
no address. Give me da time and ah am dere.” 

“We meet at 7 PM. Hey, come to think of it I just got a text while you were on 
your way down that our speaker had to cancel due to a personal emergency. Is there any 
way you can come this Thursday? I was initially asking you to come as a visitor but I am 
led to ask you to present.” 

Bootsie wobbles a little as she rises from the low couch. Once standing she says, 
“Ah’ll be dere. Ah’ll be dere, nothin’ will stop me. Ah wantcha ta know that after ah git 
mah job—and ah will git a job, ah wanna git mah GED. After that ah wanna talk more 
‘bout dis seminary place. Ah don’t have college under mah belt yet but ah wonder if 
deres some courses ah could take ta learn more ‘bout what ah have now come ta believe.” 

Miss Bailey slowly nods yes as a lone tear rolls down her face. Bootsie walks 
confidently toward the notoriously slow elevator. She has a new found purpose in her 
step. She does not mind waiting because she can use the time to thank God for answered 
prayers. 
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CHAPTER 20 
LET THERE BE LIGHT 


Flava got his report card and is happy not to see any red. He has to fight the 
feeling of getting mad at himself for all the time he wasted in school. He never thought he 
could get good grades. Most of his peers laughed at kids that were into school. He thinks 
about a line in Maclcl Truth that says never lower your I.Q. to fit in with someone who 
can’t spell I.Q. The Family Advisee Group is about to start. Mr. Joseph begins on time all 
the time. Flava and the other students notice that he is sitting behind his desk (which he 
rarely does) and is smiling. 

He says, “I know ‘y’all clockin’ me so let me tell you what’s up. My church has 
agreed to sponsor summer jobs for three young people in this class as part of their 
Nimrod Academy adoption plan. While my Pastor endorsed the idea, it was the young 
adult members in my age group at church that raised the money. We asked for donations 
via Internet, in the community and among our family and friends. It took a little longer 
than expected to raise the money but we got it done. Guess that is what counts—not 
talking about it but being about it.” 

Flava wonders how the three will be picked. He hopes he is one of the lucky ones. 
It is hard for teens to get jobs, especially in the neighborhood. 51 Young people drawn to 

51 The unemployment rate for teens of color has risen to new heights. Teens living in poor 
neighborhoods find it difficult and frustrating to look for a job. With the slowed economy young people 
find themselves in competition with adults for entry level jobs. 
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the fast life will hustle, rob or sell drugs. Some dudes support their family others wear 
their money on their back. Girls learn early in the hood the power they have over boys 
and men. Some give it up for free and others make sure they get paid. Flava knows three 
girls he grew up with that got turned out by a pimp. Now they are making money for him. 

Mr. Joseph gives out a letter detailing specifics about the summer job. Flava reads 
that candidates for the job must get three letters of recommendation from a teacher other 
than Advisee teacher, from a family member and someone from the community. All 
candidates have to write a 250 word essay about why the job is important to them. The 
last line states that there will be a meeting at Divine Revelation Church on Thursday. 

“Any questions?” Mr. Joseph asks after waiting for the class to read the paper. 
Several hands go up. Mr. Joseph calls on Raecina. She has been more alive since she 
shared her heart in her Dream essay. She asks, “Do you have to get dressed up like you 
going to church?” 

Mr. Joseph smiles and says, “Come as you are Raecina, we want to help not 

judge.” 

Flava is relieved to hear the dress code but he would have worn a shirt and tie to 
get a summer job for real. He makes eye contact with Fabiola across the room. He knows 
she is going for it. She smiles back at him as if to say, “Yeah what?!” 

Flava rushes home to tell his mother the good news about the summer job 
opportunity. When he comes through the door the first thing he notices is that the 
apartment is not dark. Before he could ask his mother did she buy brighter bulbs they 
both start talking at the same time. Flava and Bootsie stop and start speaking twice not 
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knowing who should go first. This makes them laugh. It was a good laugh because 
neither one felt much like laughing since JD was killed. 

Bootsie tells Flava, “You go first then ah’ll go.” 

"The church across the street is sponsoring three kids from my school to get a 
summer job. I have to get three letters of recommendation and write an essay why I think 
I should get the job. The meeting is next Thursday so I have to be all about it.” 

Bootsie’s eyes are stretched wide. She almost can’t talk. She finally says, “Ah’ll 
be at Divine Revelation da same day and time as you. Da director of mah program goes 
dere and she invited me. Um going’ ta tell mah story to people who have stories. Dis 
going to be da first time for me to put da pieces of mah puzzle together. Um so excited ah 
ki n bust.” 

“Wait a minute, wait up ma,” Flava shouts. “You mean ta say that we going to be 
at the church across the street at the same time and day next week? How is that, I can’t 
believe it. Do you believe it?” 

Bootsie is trying to catch her breath. She finally says, “Son we have come a long 
way in a short time. You want it and I want it. We are growin’ and growin’ tagether. Ah 
woulda never thought dis wonderful change could come ova both of us at da same time. 
Sometime ah think um dreamin’ and don’t wanna wake up. Ah so wanna do da right 
thing by you and God.” 

Flava responds, “I know what the right thing should be. We should ask the Pastor 
if he would do the funeral for JD. All the funeral homes and other churches are either 
scared or they don’t think JD deserves a proper funeral. Will you ask mom, will you?” 
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Bootsie looks away and when she turns back to Flava, her mind is made up. She 
will ask the Pastor for her friend and for all of the mothers that have lost sons and 
daughters to the street. Bootsie feels a swell of purpose that is lifting her. It is almost like 
she has discovered a purpose that was hidden in the dark recesses inside her. There is 
nothing like turning on the light. 
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CHAPTER 21 
A LIFT UP 


Flava worked three days straight on his essay. He asked the manager from the 
supermarket where he bagged groceries for a recommendation. He was surprised when he 
agreed on the spot. He said to Flava, “I want to help any kid that want to help themself. 
Any adult that won’t help a kid trying to get somewhere shouldn’t always be complaining 
about what kids are and not doing if they ain’t doing something to help.” 

Flava takes the letter and adds it to his folder. He got one letter from his math 
teacher Mr. Vinegrad (everybody calls him Mister V) and one from the principal. Flava 
was afraid to ask her at first thinking she would be too busy. He recalls how she warmly 
welcomed him into her office. It was filled with pictures on the wall and pictures of her 
children on her desk. Flava remembers how motherly she was to him. A far cry from the 
lady the Nimrod Academy students learned to respect or fear. 

Flava takes out his essay and reads it for the umpteenth time... 

I want to thank the people at this church for caring about getting young people 
jobs. All of us are not drug dealers or thieves even though some people—not y’all, may 
think that way. I want you to know if I am picked, I promise to work hard. I now have 
goals and I know more about life and myself than I ever knew before. I want to invest in 
me—not all selfish like it is all about me, but in order to help me help me. I know this 
may sound crazy to you but not to me. 
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I also want to put on my resume, thanks to this job if I get it, that I worked before. 
I want somebody to know I can get up out of bed and be trusted to do a job. I also want to 
help my mother. I don’t want to be a burden to her no more. She is trying to get herself 
together—we both trying to do a new thing. I want her to know that I am trying to do the 
right thing; that I want to be somebody in life. It is hard not to hustle if you don’t have 
any other way to make money in this neighborhood. It is hard to say no to fast money¬ 
making job. This legit job will help me walk past people, places and things that can put 
me in Da Little Big House across from your church. I use to think one day I would end up 
there. I now think one day I will be able to help young people know they don’t have to go 
there. I hope you see picking me as a small hope investment in the future of me and this 
neighborhood. I will not let you down if you lift me up. 

Bootsie has spent the weekend thinking about her speech. She only stopped when 
out of nowhere she thought to invite Ayo. She has not been out of her house since her son 
was murdered. She took off from work on bereavement leave. Bootsie quietly wonders if 
she will find the strength to go back. Ayo was always the strong one out of the group. 
Yeah she hung out from time to time but it was always clear she had a good job and a 
family to take care of. 

Bootsie was happy and shocked that when she asked Ayo to come to the meeting 
at the church she agreed. Bootsie did not tell her that she intended to ask the Pastor if her 
son’s funeral could be held at the church. In case he said no, she did not want another 
disappointment to fall on her. She has more than she can bear right now. 
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Bootsie and Flava arrive home around the same time. Flava is so excited. He does 


not know if he should dress up or dress down. Bootsie is having the same challenge. She 
gave away all of her clothes that no longer speak to her or about her. She pulls out a 
business suit that she got from a program that asks people to donate business attire for 
people who cannot afford to buy clothes for graduation and any job interview. She looked 
at the suit and decided it was too formal. She pulled out a top and found dark slacks to go 
with it. Flava comes out of his room with a white shirt, no tie, dark slacks and the new 
sneakers that JD gave him right before he was gunned down. Flava saw wearing his 
friend’s sneakers as a statement that he would keep JD’s memory alive and that he had to 
keep walking toward his destiny no matter what. 

Bootsie looks at Flava and he looks at his mother. They both can’t believe the 
whirlwind their lives have been since going to Lo Debar Prison. One thing after another 
seemingly is falling into place. Flava is doing well in school. He has goals that go beyond 
what he will eat or wear. Bootsie has cut herself off from no-account folk that were once 
so important to her. She is not focused on who is in her bed but what is on her mind. 
Bootsie now sees that she has spent most of her life wanting to be taken care of so she 
would not have to be responsible for taking care of herself. She secretly hoped that one of 
the men any one of them would be able to give her what she secretly wanted but never 
felt able to attain on her own. It is only now that she sees the high cost she paid for low 
living. She is disgusted and happy at the same time. She knows that she has been 
delivered even though she is not all the way out. What did Snook say, “let the weak say 
they are strong?!” Bootsie feels strength in what was her broken place inside of her. She 
knows that her trials and tribulations that threatened to consign her to nowhere were over. 
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Bootsie tells Flava to go ahead of her. She does not know what shape she will find 
Ayo and does not want to make him late. Flava looks back as if to ask are you sure? He is 
nervous and would like to have his mom with him but something tells him that he has to 
walk for himself. Flava takes the steps two at a time, not out of fear from the stairwell 
stick-up kids but out of sheer joy and a desire to confront his destiny. 

Bootsie knocks on Ayo’s door. She thinks back to when both of them were teens 
and running the streets. Ayo hooked up with this brother everyone called Stomper. He 
could not fight as well as Snook but if he ever got you down on the ground his opponents 
found out why they called him Stomper. Snook and Stomper were a terror. Bootsie had to 
admit that danger was part of her attraction to Snook. Ayo and Stomper eventually got 
married. While the relationship did not last, Ayo was always clear that her sons were her 
priority. She did not bring men home but met them out. She never sent off desperate ‘I 
need you to take care of me’ vibes to men. She was independent and focused. If she 
wanted to be with someone it had to be on her terms. Bootsie always marveled at this 
quality in her friend. She was not needy and greedy for a man’s attention or affection. 

As the door opens, Bootsie is relieved to see that Ayo is dressed and ready to go. 
The two mothers hug, step back, and look at each other without saying a word. They then 
head down the steps arm-in-arm. Bootsie wonders what her friend is thinking about but 
dares not ask. Ayo is glad that somebody thought enough to come see about her. 


52 It is so important to let young people know they have a destiny. While it is strategically placed 
in time for them to discover—it is, however, their responsibility to look for it. Not the pastor, youth 
minister, parent, teacher or best friend. The search for one's destiny is personal. 
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CHAPTER 22 

GODIN CIDENCE REVEALED 


Flava looks at Divine Revelation Church as he crosses the street. He notices that 
part of the outside of the building has been fixed up and the new lights make it very hard 
to miss the place. Flava laughs to himself as he thinks first there are brighter lights in the 
apartment, lights fixed on the stairs and lights around the church. Flava feels he is 
walking in the light. The church has a new neon sign with a running message. Flava 
smiles when he reads: No Perfect People Allowed. Flava scratches his head thinking 
people who went to church were supposed to be perfect—that is why they go to church. 
As he walks through the door he realizes this is the first time he is going in the church 
and not peeping in the side door. 

He stands at the back of the sanctuary and looks to where the pastor stands. The 
church is beautiful and is bigger than it looks from outside. Flava notices the nice new 
red carpet. He reminds himself to park the gum that he is nervously chewing in the 
wrapper and in his pocket. As he waits on no one in particular, a woman comes out of a 
small office with just a desk and chair and politely says, “Praise the Lord young man, can 
I help you?” 

Flava nervously says in one breath, “I am here for the job contest and I sent my 
essay and recommendations over and I was told to come here by my teacher who goes to 
this church his name is Mr. Joseph but I don’t know where to go now that I am here.” 
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“Slow down son you are in the right place at the right time. We will take good 
care of you. If you don’t mind I would like to pray a prayer for favor.” 

Flava wonders, how does she know his name? 

After the brief prayer, the woman smiles at Flava which relaxes him. She takes his 
arm and leads him downstairs. They walk down a long hall in the basement of the church. 
Flava notices that there are small boys and girls getting tutoring in one room. He looks 
over to the right and he sees senior citizens teaching girls and boys his age how to cook. 
As he turns the comer he looks in an open door and he sees kids of all ages learning how 
to play musical instruments. He looks in another room and sees young people and seniors 
looking at cellphones. 

He asks, “What are they doing with them phones?” 

His escort replies, “So many people my age have trouble with their cellphones. 
The companies keep changing them. You get used to one phone then another one come 
out that is harder to work than the last phone. We started The Reach Out and Touch 

o 

Ministry. It is run by youth and seniors. The young people teach the elders how to use 
their phone, and a thing called apps and everything. Shoot, when I was a kid the phone 
was just a phone. I laugh at my girlfriend and say the cellphone one day is gonna start 
making breakfast.” 

Flava strains not to bust out laughing as he imagines his cellphone stirring a pot of 

grits. 

“The seniors in turn mentor the young people. They help them while the young 
people help back. You see, reach out and touch coming full circle.” 

53 This ministry was created as a result of the intergenerational conversation. The Internet 
generation listed one of their gifts as knowing how to use technology. Cross reference: See Chapter Six, 47. 
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Flava is blown away. He asks, “Has all this been happening down here all along? 
I never knew.” 

She shakes her head slowly saying, “The new pastor took this space which was 
dead for years and years and brought it back to life. All you see has been created over the 
last seven months. Pastor Boone preached a sermon when he first got here titled ‘Do 
More Than Abide’. He said that this church had to do something down here rather than 
waiting to go to heaven. He said that we should act like we have to work down here with 
the least of these in order to make it in. So now we have a food pantry and he is raising 
money to open a community computer lab for young people in the afternoon and for old 
folk like me who don’t have or know how to work a computer in the evening. Shoot, you 
can’t even apply for a job these days less you know how to attach and send a resume. I’m 
all up in that class.” 

Flava nods his head in agreement. They turn one more comer and enter a well lit 
room. Flava notices that there are seven seats facing a long table. He is starting to get 
nervous again. All of his insecurities about school and himself fight to overwhelm the 
moment. He starts breathing heavily. 

His guide points to the back of the room and asks, “Son do you want some water? 
Don’t be nervous. God didn’t bring you this far to leave you.” 

Flava thinks about that thought as he walks toward the back table. As he drinks 
water from a paper cup, he notices Fabiola walking into the room. She is dressed in a 
black suit and has on heels. Her hair is done. He notices that she has on glasses that 
makes her look even smarter. He wonders what happened to her contacts. Flava can’t 
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believe how ready she looks to live her life. She smiles at him as if she can read his mind. 
They sit next to each other hoping for the best. 

The row of chairs is almost filled with applicants. Flava is surprised to see 
Raecina out of her sneakers and oversized shirt and pants. She smiles at Flava and 
Fabiola and gives a ‘thumbs up’ sign as she sits at the end of the row. Flava watches as 
the judges take their seats behind the table. He is trying to read their faces to see who is 
nice and who is mean—but they all look nice. Just as he is about to give up figuring out 
where the judges are coming from, he drops all his papers on the floor. One of the judges 
is Tessie. She looks even better than his bus ride memory. As she is about to sit down, 
she notices Flava and flashes her warm smile as she runs over with outstretched arms. 
Flava thought he would never see her again as she hugs him. 

She squeals trying to contain her excitement, “Flava, Flava I can’t believe it is 
you. I told everybody that would listen that I met an angel on a bus. I was so depressed 
that day. I so wanted to give up. When I started talking to you, I noticed I felt better. So 
much so, that after the Lo Debar Revival, that’s what I call it, I started getting myself 
back on track. I left Mt. Gerizim for good and started going to this church. I found a 
mentor for Jah here that came out of prison. Jah graduated from Father Behind Bars 
Program and went on to graduate from Shock Boot Camp Programs. He was able to take 
18 months off of his sentence. Jah’s mentor Bro. Kearse wrote this book Elevate Your 
Game Plan and he read it page for page. Bro. Kearse told Jah that he should help with 
the young boys in the church and neighborhood now that he is out. Jah loves working 
with teens considering all he has been through. And you know what—he is damn good— 
oops I mean real good at it, if I have to say so myself. In fact Jah is the music room with 
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our son playing on his baby sax. You had to walk past him on your way here if you came 
from the sanctuary. I am part of the young adult ministry led by Bro Joseph. Pastor 
Boone feels that the young adults should not have to wait till we old to be involved in the 
church and the community. He wants us up from the pews so that we can be used. 

Flava interrupts and excitedly says, “Mr. Joseph, Mr. Joseph he is my, I mean our 
teacher,” pointing toward Fabiola. “He is the reason that we are here.” 

Tessie replies, "Bro. Joseph just became the youth pastor here. He has brought 
such life to our ministry with teens. Most churches have a hard time getting or keeping 
teens. Mr. Joseph is using what he knows from the outside that works with youth and 
turning it around to work in here. This Community Youth Employment Program you are 
interviewing for is his idea. I was asked to be part of a team to raise the money to pay the 
three intern salaries. We had so much fun doing it. 

You remember we talked about my job? God blessed me to be promoted. I am a 
full-fledged X-Ray Technician at Charles Drew Hospital. I work in the emergency room. 
Oh how could I forget to tell you this piece of good news? I am now Tessie True. We got 
married at City Hall last month. We plan to get remarried here and have a reception in 
our Great Hall. I’ll invite you. By the way, everybody here calls me Sister Tee-Tee.” 

Flava laughs saying, “Well Sis. Tee-Tee, you have come a long way since I last 
saw you. Looks like we both got caught up in the Lo Debar revival as you say. I’ll have 
to tell you my story after these interviews are over.” 

Tessie looks over to Fabiola and says, “Sister please excuse my bad manners. I do 
have home training. I was so excited to see my angel Flava. My name is Sister Tee-Tee 
as you heard.” 
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Fabiola’s smile is as warm as Tessie’s. She says, “Congratulations on your 
marriage and new job, my sister. I hope to one day find someone that has sense and a 
dream that goes beyond what can be worn, driven or touched. I am so pleased to meet 
you and thank you and the church for doing this. It is mad hard trying to get a job in the 
neighborhood. You may luck up and get one downtown but close to home is close to 
impossible.” 

Flava is overjoyed that he knows both of these beautiful sisters who ain’t just 
outside pretty but inside too. He thinks about his cousin Rachel and adds her to the list. 
Flava decides when he gets a girl she has to be pretty inside and out. 

Bootsie and Ayo are still arm-in-arm as they walk into the church. They ask for 
Ms. Bailey and are led to what looks like a smaller version of the church. Bootsie notices 
the room is called Hildebrand Chapel. As she and Ayo walk in, they are quickly greeted 
by women of all ages. Bootsie has an eerie feeling like she has been here before—that 
she has seen what she is seeing. It catches her off guard and she can’t shake the feeling. 
Then she remembers the dream she had where she was in front of a room leading a 
discussion with hurting women. This is it! She tries to tell Ayo that she is walking in her 
dream but she can’t get her words to act right. 

Ms. Bailey spots Bootsie and Ayo and greets them both as if they were family 
members back from a long absence. Bootsie notices that she is even more positive and 
engaging if that is possible. Bootsie can’t wait to tell her about the dream. 

Ms. Bailey speaks to a few others in the room. She steps up on the riser and 
stands behind the podium calling the program to order. After everyone settles down she 
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begins to pray. When everyone says amen she starts to sing. Bootsie didn’t know she had 
a voice like an angel. Her eyes are closed as she effortlessly hits high and then higher 
notes. Soon the room is up on their feet waving their hands. Bootsie looks at Ayo and she 
is sitting with her head in her lap sobbing and heaving. It is as if her pressed down locked 
up sorrow knew this was a safe space to come out. 

A sister slides in the seat next to Ayo. Bootsie reaches toward her friend to help 
but remembers when she was at her Uncle Bubba’s house and how she needed to weep. 
She wondered if Ayo was crying because of her loss or potential gain. 

When Sis. Bailey stops singing you could still hear people all over the room 
crying out or softly crying in. It was so healing just to soak in this moment. As time 
passed the sobs eventually dies down, Sis. Bailey patiently waiting behind the podium 
says, “Before I introduce our Turn Around speaker for the evening, I have to give a praise 
report. My twin brother you have heard me always speak about found me on Facebook. 
We got off the phone right before this meeting. Most of you know my story. For the few 
that don’t all I will say is that my life is a miracle evidenced by the fact that I am standing 
here. I was born in this neighborhood and adopted out of the Gurdhude Hospital. I never 
knew my birth parents. I have lived around the world as my adoptive father that God 
gave me was in the military. My brother enlisted in the military and was soon kicked out 
for repeatedly going AWOL—that means absent without leave. We lost my brother to the 
street and ultimately to the prison system. We had not heard from him in years. But this 
day, somebody say, ‘this day’ my brother who was thought to be dead is alive. Josiah is 
alive. Somebody say thank ya Jesus!” 
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Bootsie is shocked beyond belief. Her brother Josiah’s has Snook’s first name. 

The pieces are starting to fall into place. Bootsie wants to stand up and ask if Sis. Bailey 
knows her birth mother’s name. If it is Jezebel, Bootsie knows that she has found her 
stepdaughter. What more can happen? 

This is all too much. As Bootsie’s mind is spinning, an elegant woman is escorted 
to the front and is seated by her attendant next to Bootsie. When Sis. Bailey sees the 
woman, she interrupts herself saying, “Please join in and welcome our first lady and Co- 
Pastor Rev. Dr. Elaine Clarice Boone. 

Rev. Elaine as most members call her does not l ik e to be fussed over. She smiles 
and waves and quickly sits down. Bootsie decides that if she was going to ask about a 
funeral this would be the best time and person. She gathers her nerves and leans over. She 
clears her throat and says, “Excuse me Miss Boone, I mean Dr. Boone. Mah friend, she 
was escorted out because she crying over her son that was shot last week. I ain’t gonna lie 
in church, he was in a gang. She can’t function and she can’t find a church ta bury him. I 
know you don’t know me but I was wondering if y’all would...” 

Before Bootsie could finish. Dr. Boone reaches over and hugs her. She whispers 
in her ear, “My husband and I have been praying for the family of the deceased as we 
wished we could do something to help. Of course we will do the funeral—if that was 
what you were going to ask.” 

Bootsie is beside herself. She can’t believe how things are coming together. The 
broken pieces are being knit together and she can see it. She fights back tears because she 
knows she has to present in a few minutes. 
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Sis. Bailey is ready to bring Bootsie up. She says, “Y’all know I run a program 
that teaches women and men but mostly women how to reenter the job market. Some of 
you have done workshops for me. Well from time-to-time the Lord will show me 
somebody. On tonight that somebody is here. I have watched our speaker from the time 
she got in the program. I literally saw her getting lighter—not in weight, not in skin 
color—but in her spirit. I know she did not know I saw this, but I did. When I asked her 
to come—she did not hesitate saying yes. Can you put those blessed hands together and 
wgive a real warm Divine revelation welcome to Zipporah LaLonde Rowland.” 

The people start clapping enthusiastically. Bootsie stands at the podium and takes 
it all in. She now knows what joy feels like. It did not come from a man, from some git 
high.. ..It was coming from inside of her. Her sorrow has been replaced. She is 
determined that nothing will steal her joy. As she is being introduced, she is relieved to 
see that Ayo is back in her seat. The woman that took her out is still by her side attending 
to her every need. 

Bootsie hearing her introduction gets up and stands behind the podium. As she 
waits for the applause to die down the audience in her dream is replaced by the assembly 
before her. She closes her eyes briefly and takes a deep breath. She feels her body 
shaking—not in fear but with a surge of power that surprises and comforts her at the 
same time. A sister from the back shouts, “Dat’s alright daughter, let da Lawd useya... 
take your time.” 

Bootsie thinks about how proud her mother is looking down from heaven. That 
thought adds to her strength. She opens her eyes and in a strong confident voice says, 
“Good evening my sisters, my name is Zipporah LaLonde Rowland and I stand befoe 
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you, a changed woman and mother by da grace of God. Ah am here wit mah friend 
‘cause we both know dat da weak kin say dey strong wit God’s help.” 

And with that the room burst out in shouts and praise that filled Hildebrand 
Chapel. Zipporah and Ayo search for each other’s eyes. When their glances meet the look 
tells it all—they both found a home. 
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CHAPTER 23 
TURNING POINT 


Flava, wearing a black suit like his cousins wore at his great great grandmother’s 
funeral, escorts his mother and Ayo past men and women who are police officers from 
the congregation. They are standing on post across the same steps that Flava use to jump. 
Their presence and strength is to let any would be drive-by gangsters know: not here, not 
now, not ever. At both corners police cars sit with flashing lights but no sirens making 
sure that no cars can enter the block. 

Flava looks down the long center aisle and fixes his gaze on JD’s casket flanked 
by two burning candles. As he walks down the aisle he does not think about all of the 
people. He thinks about his friend. He hears his laugh. He remembers being in second 
grade together. How they shared lunch (they called it yunch—a combination of yum and 
lunch). He remembered how they took cookies when the teacher was not looking. Flava 
has to fight back tears—not of sorrow, but caused by the forgotten memory of the time he 
got stuck trying to take off his snow suit and how hard Jonathan tried to free him. 

The casket will remain closed as per Ayo’s wish. She wants to remember her son 
the way she sees him in her mind. She knows that if that casket is open she will never get 
closure. She will never move on. She thought just three days ago that she may very well 
be in a coffin—that she was as dead as her two sons. Her question, “Why me; why did 
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this happen to me? Why are both my boys dead and I am still here?” If that coffin was 
open more questions with no answers would leap out and consume her. 

The program is moving. The choir, just like down south, is singing like this will 
be their last song ever. A young man named Ramon Pugh sings a contemporary version 
of Precious Lord and ends with a bluesy remix of an old standard Save A Seat for Me. 
Flava thinks about his great great grandma’s funeral and the energy he felt in the room— 
the same he and others feel right now. He is comforted by the thought that he knows what 
to expect. Bootsie and Ayo are still arm in arm seated on the front row. Their link is not 
just to each other but now to God. The rest of the family takes up two rows behind them. 
Some family members are talking, some looking around or straight ahead and several dab 
swollen eyes red from crying. 

Jonathan’s mother has found new strength. While tears roll down her cheek, she 
knows with the support of Bootsie and her new family at Divine Revelation Church (Ayo 
joined the church at the altar call after Bootsie tore up the house) she will make it through 
this the worst ordeal of her life. 

Flava is jarred seeing Mr. Joseph, his Family Advisee teacher enter the pulpit 
wearing a flowing black robe with two bars on the sleeve. While he knew he went to 
church it was still odd seeing him in church for the first time. Rev. Joseph says, “Before I 
bring the pastor up, I am going to ask one of our young people in our Spoken Word 
Ministry to come up and offer expression through the gift God deposited in her. Before 
she comes, I want to acknowledge the presence of one my students from Nimrod 
Academy Scholar Flava Rowland. 
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Flava is half surprised and half nervous being called out. He remembers how his 
mother bowed in prison when Snook called her out. Flava stands up and bows several 
times to the crowd. 

Rev. Joseph waits for Flava to sit and says, “Sister Ruth please come at this time 
and let the Lord minister through you to all of these young people and adults in this place 
trying hard to make sense out of nonsense. 

A hail of amens fly from all corners of the church. The people are weary of death 
stalking the neighborhood. This funeral is more than laying a young boy to rest. It is a 
statement that the mothers and fathers are tired of burying their sons. It is a statement that 
this church that shrugged off fear knows that it must be a safe haven for children, 
adolescents, teens and young adults. Bootsie talked about her turning point but if the truth 
be told the church in communities all over the country where young people are 
senselessly dying in the street or living far beneath their privilege, is also at a turning 
point. 

Flava and the congregation wait as the Spoken Word artist enters from a side door 
and takes her place at the podium. Flava looks at the young woman. The more he looks 
the more familiar she seems to him. In a moment of recognition he has to fight himself 
not to yell out, “Hey Baby Ruth it’s me Flava. You were the only girl at my surprise 
party.” 

Ruth was his first love even though she never knew the way he felt about her. 

Ruth, dressed in black slacks and a matching black top, looks at the crowd as she 
adjusts the mi ke. When she looks over Flava’s way he can swear that she flashed him a 
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slight smile of recognition. Sister Ruth is beautiful. Flava always thought she was pretty 
but he never thought she would become this pretty—or be in a church. 

Ruth says, “Before I share what is on my heart, I want to say how sorry I am that 
this mother,” pointing to Ayo, “has to bury her son.” While I am still a teenager, I am a 
mother. I can never imagine how I could breathe if I lost him. His father was gunned 
down a block away from here. I did not go to the funeral. I stand here with Words that 
came to me last night. I thank Rev. Joseph and Pastor Boone for allowing me to minister 
mother to mother.” 

She takes a deep breath, closes her eyes. When she starts there is an undeniable 

power in her voice that was not there seconds before. She says, 

“I've been avoiding funerals for so long that I forgot that they could be like this. 

It's all too easy to forget how heavy it is to mourn 

how it sits like a full coffin in your stomach 

expands in the open places in the insides of your bones. 

They don't make words for these feelings 
on purpose. 

We're always trying to tell ourselves that we're a half-step ahead of death 
if we can be two steps ahead of the police 
or a double-crossed friend 
or fate 

(which are sometimes all the same). 

We take up the whole armor of youth 
stitching brand names into our braggadocio 
like they don't make us easier targets. 

We are too busy trying to conquer everything 

to notice how fragile we can be 

until we're here, with coffins in our stomachs 

pretending that we don't feel them trying to swallow us whole 
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or that we ourselves haven't created this 
with no words to explain it. 

I want to say 

that there will never be more like him 

and hope that God will turn my blasphemy into prophecy 

and keep grief out of our marrow 

forever. 

I want to pretend that he was a half-step ahead of death 
and tripped, 

not swallowed whole by all of us pretending 
that this could never happen 
to us.” 54 

There is no applause. Ruth stands motionless. A lone tear streaks down her cheek. 
The sacred moment, filled with silence, speaks loud. God is here. 

Pastor Boone walks toward Ruth and he lovingly holds her as she softly sobs. She 
is aware that she was used as a teen cipher and urban prophet. Her words are for young 
people being snatched by death. Immortalized on ghetto walls—those young people who 
dreamed of the future, but was denied time to make their future. 

Pastor Boone holds Baby Ruth the same way a loving father comforts his child 
who can’t sleep because she thinks there is something under her bed that is going to get 
her. He holds her in his arms as only a father can for his daughter. The way Ayo wished 
Jonathan’s father could have held his son before the bullets found him. The way Bootsie 
wished Snook could hold and reassure their son that daddy is home to stay. 


54 Contribution by Naia Honey Ferguson from Mt. Carmel Baptist Church in Arveme, NY. The 
church is pastored by her father the Rev. Darren Ferguson. Sis. Naia will go to graduate school where she 
will major in social linguistics. 
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The way God wants to hold all of his children. Not some. Not just the ones that 
always do their homework. Not just the ones that always remember to make their beds 
and make their parents happy. Not just the ones that go to Sunday school, or just the ones 
on the honor roll, not just the ones headed to college, not just the ones who are still 
virgins. In that one hug from Pastor Boone given to a child that needed to be held in order 
to go on God’s Divine revelation, descended to liberate people from coffins of fear, pain 
and defeat. Resurrecting a hope thought long dead. What a comfort. What a hug. 

Co-Pastor Elaine, along with an usher, make their way to the pulpit area. They 
take Ruth by the arm and slowly lead her through the door leading her back the way she 
came. As she slowly walks, she stops, turns and this time looks straight at Flava. How he 
wish this day never happened. Flava continues to search Ruth’s beautiful face. Their eyes 
are locked. He cannot turn away. Her glance is not menacing; it is not judgmental, it is 
not a come on. It is so very innocent—a look that only a child can give. That one look 
tells Flava “You are in God’s hands.” Flava is jarred by the memory of his nana saying 
that when he was born he was so small that he could fit in a man’s hand. Throughout his 
life he wondered if it was a small man or big man’s hands. He now knows the answer. 
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Appendix B 

Parables For Today’s Youth 


Written By Youth 
Compiled By 

Reverend Alfonso Wyatt D.Min Candidate 
Name_Age_ 


Date. 


Church 


Email_Cell/Phone. 

Grade/Year_School_ 


Jesus, a master teacher (rabbi), used parables to teach divine truth to reveal the mystery 
of The Kingdom of God. He used every day common experiences, symbols and terms so 
that all who wanted to understand could gain spiritual insight and wisdom. Your task is to 
take a parable listed below (or one of your choosing) and make it relevant to today’s 
youth in story form. Your writing should take the parable’s imbedded truth and using 
your imagination, language and knowledge of youth culture/youth needs create a relevant 
story for today’s youth. 


Parable Listing To Choose From 

The Parable of the Prodigal Son (Daughter)... Luke 15:11-31 
The Parable of the Weeds... Matthew 13:24-30 
The Parable of the Talents... Matthew 25:14-30 
The Parable of the Ten Virgins... Matthew 25:1-13 
The Parable of the Lost Coin... Luke 15:8-10 

Your submission will help churches find relevant ways to reach, teach and nurture youth 
in and out of the church. I ask that upon completion (one month from the date on this 
form) for you to please send your work to awyatt@fcny.org . You will be sent back 
confirmation of receipt and will see the final form of your submission. Citation credit will 
be given to you as the author. If you have questions feel free to call 212 590-9417; all 
calls will be returned within 24 hours. 
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Appendix C 

Youth Pastor Forum Questionnaire 

1) Name of Church 

2) Size of Church_Small _Midsize _Large _Mega 

3) Does Youth Program have a designated budget._? 

4) How long have you been in youth ministry_.? 

5) Highest Education Level Achieved._ 

6) Were you a church member before becoming Youth Pastor._.? If so how many 

years_.? 

7) What would you say is your strongest youth program and why? 

8) What change(s) would you implement to strengthen your ministry? 

9) If money was no object describe ideal church youth program? 

10) What three things have you discovered about today’s youth culture that you think 
adults in the church should know? 

11) What role do parents play, if any, in your ministry to youth? 

12) What youth ministry engagement/recruitment “secret” do you use? 

13) What question do you think I should have asked but did not? Please formulate 
question below and answer it. 

Comments, Thoughts, Feelings 
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Appendix D 

Congregational Youth Volunteer Questionnaire 


Date. 


House of Worship Name 
Denomination/Affiliation 
Congregation Size: 

__ Small (less than 150) _Midsize (151-499) 

_Large 500 -1500_Mega 

Is there a dedicated youth budget?_Yes _No 

Are you engaged in youth ministry; if so in what capacity? 

Do you have a youth pastor/minister?__ Yes _No 

Are your leaders/lay volunteers trained to work with youth? 

_Yes _No _Don’t Know 

1) What is your strongest youth program? 

2) What three things would you like to learn about youth culture? 

1 . 

2 . 


3. 

3) Please offer a fun intergenerational idea/strategy that can bring elders, young adults 
and youth together. 


4) What three workshops do parents/guardians need to more effectively raise their 
children? 

1 . 

2 . 

3. 
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5) List three influencers of today’s youth in rank order 


1 . 

2 . 

3. 

6) What one thing do you feel your congregation can do to more effectively meet the 
needs of today’s youth? 


Comments, Reflections, Ideas 
(Use Other Side If Necessary) 
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Appendix E 
Power Down 

Tips for Parents to Monitor TV, Video Games, Social Media and Cell Phone Use. 

• Limit the time your children spend watching TV and playing video games. 

• Create a weekly log of how many hours your child/teen spends watching TV and 
playing video games. 

• Watch TV and play video games with your child/teen so that you can answer 
questions and talk about what he or she sees. 

• Make sure that TV and video games aren’t being used as babysitters. 

• Do your research on video games ratings and reviews before making purchases. 

• Balance TV and video game use with family activities. 

• Create cell phone time outs and designate periods when cell phones must be 
turned off. 

• As a parent be willing to question your child about his/her friends on social media 
websites. 

• Know your children’s passwords to Facebook, MySpace and other social 
marketing Web sites so you can access them to ensure they’re not participating in 
inappropriate behavior. 

• Parents should set good TV viewing examples by watching wholesome shows. 

As a parent you ultimately control your child/teen’s access to technology. Take 
charge of your home. 

An effort by the Urban Leadership Institute, Raising Him Alone Campaign, Residential 
After School Programs, Fathers Incorporated and Black Male Development Symposium. 

Visit: www.raisinghimalone.com for more information on our work and the Power Down 
Campaign. 


332 



Appendix F 

Life and Purpose Survey 

1. What would you be interested in learning at a faith based youth conference? 

Suggested: What would you like to learn that will help you not return to this or 
any other locked facility? 

2. What means the most to you—or you need the most in your present 
circumstances? 

(Circle one or more) a. Love b. Structure c. Mercy d. Forgiveness e. Peace 

Suggested: Allow only one “forced” choice because too many options are both 
confusing and enticing. The language of the choices, out of context, is hard to 
understand. For example Mercy—does that mean the desire to get mercy from the 
court to get charges dropped? 

3. Which one of the following statements describes your faith in a higher 
power? 

_a. I can clearly describe my faith 

_b. I believe but unable to describe my faith 

_c. I don’t believe and I have no interest in religion or faith based 

programs 

_d. I don’t believe but want to 

_e. I don’t believe 

Suggested: Use less choices i.e. a., b., and e. Specify check one. 

4. Do you believe you have a purpose in this life? 

a. Yes b. No 

5. If yes who/what helped you find your purpose? 

_Family _Friends _Religion/Faith _Other 

Suggested: It is a basic question but perhaps adding if you checked yes what is 
your purpose as you understand it? 
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